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Abstract

Purpose — This study aims to explore how managers exercise agency in strategic investment decisions
(SIDs) by drawing on their knowledgeability of the strategic context. Specifically, the authors address the role
of position—practice relations and irresistible causal forces in this conduct.

Design/methodology/approach — The authors examine SID-making (SIDM) practices in four case
organisations operating in highly competitive markets, conducting interviews with managers at various levels
and analysing company documents. Drawing on strong structuration theory, the authors show how managerial
decision makers draw upon their knowledge of organisational context when exercising agency in SIDs.
Findings — The authors provide insights into how SIDM behaviour, specifically agents’ conduct, is shaped
by a combination of position—practice relations and the agents’ comprehension of their organisation’s context.
Research limitations/implications — The authors extend the SIDM literature by surfacing the issue of
how actors’ conjuncturally-specific knowledge of external structures shapes the general dispositions they
draw on in exercising agency in practice.

Originality/value — The authors extend the SIDM literature by surfacing the issue of how actors’
conjuncturally-specific knowledge of external structures shapes the general dispositions they draw on in
exercising agency in practice. Particularly, the authors contribute to this literature by identifying irresistible causal
forces and illuminating why actors might not resist in SIDM processes, despite having the potential to do so.
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1. Introduction

Decisions supporting or developing business strategies are crucial and challenging amidst
the increasingly uncertain global business environment. Consequently, understanding how
strategic investment decisions (SIDs) are made remains an ongoing subject of research
attention (Bower, 2017). Traditional research streams on strategic investment decision-
making (SIDM) tend to focus on the techniques and processes applied in organisations to
evaluate prospective projects (see e.g. Bower, 1970; Pike, 1988, 1996; Arnold and
Hatzopoulos, 2000; Alkaraan and Northcott, 2006: Huikku et al, 2018). Another stream of
research has focussed upon the behaviour of decision makers and their cognitive processes
in forming individual judgements in SIDM (see, e.g. Jorgensen and Messner, 2010;
Emmanuel et al, 2010; Harris, 2014; Grant and Nilsson, 2020). We build on this behavioural
stream of literature that explores SIDM beyond financial techniques and focus on the
managers as decision-makers.

Furthermore, a stream of recent research has broadly examined the interplay between
agents and structures in organisations, along with the social context of behaviour, using
concepts from structuration theory by Giddens (1984) and Stones (2005, 2015). Strong
structuration theory (SST; Stones, 2005) has been applied to studies in management
accounting (Jack and Kholeif, 2007; Coad et al., 2015; Feeney and Pierce, 2016), but only
recently applied to SIDM by Elmassri ef al. (2016) and Warren and Jack (2018). Even though
their work focuses more on the SIDM process and techniques, these studies also examine the
role of individuals in the SIDM process more closely. Elmassri et al. (2016) examined in their
field study how local Egyptian managers responded to the impact of emergent structures
that originate from the post-revolutionary context in SIDM. Warren and Jack (2018)
investigated how UK electricity generation company managers used their knowledge of the
contextual field and net present value modelling to strategically respond to and advocate for
change.

This paper seeks to enrich the limited literature on SIDM focusing on the interplay
between agents and structures, and aims to foster a more nuanced and integrative
understanding of organizational SIDM practices. We use SST (Stones, 2005) as our method
theory (Lukka and Vinnari, 2014). Specifically, our SST examination is inspired by Harris
et al. (2016, 1197) suggestion based on their extensive SIDM case study and SST analyses
that “by applying Stones’ concepts of the knowledgeability of agents and the power
asymmetries and forms of resistance in position—practice relations to future case studies we
can enrich our understanding of SIDM". Harris et al. (2016) concluded that SST lends itself
to the analysis of SIDM by capturing the behaviours, agency and influences of SIDM actors
and the effects of context more explicitly than the alternatives. We accept their argument;
using this theoretical lens allows us to shine a spotlight on organisational actors and how
they may influence, directly or indirectly, an organisation’s choice of strategic investment
projects within a given context.

Our main research question is, “How do managers exercise agency in SIDs by drawing
on their knowledgeability of the strategic context?” We specifically address three sub-
questions in this investigation. The first sub-question asks:

QI. How does agents’ knowledge of their organisation’s external structures, such as
business environment, strategy and critical success factors (CSFs), influence SIDM?

According to Stones (2005, 84), external structures are conditions that enable and constrain
agents in producing and reproducing social practices. Elmassri ef al. (2016) and Warren and
Jack (2018) have examined agents’ knowledgeability about their business environment but
in very different contexts. Furthermore, no studies explicitly investigate how agents’



knowledgeability about strategy and CSFs shape their SIDM. The second sub-question
explores:

Q2. What are irresistible causal forces in SIDM and why do agents not resist them?

The third sub-question investigates:

3. How does agents’ view of position—practice relations within organisations shape
their SIDM practices?

We have only scarce knowledge about the potentially essential role of irresistible causal
forces and position—practices in SIDM, even though Elmassri ef /. (2016) and Warren and
Jack (2018) have, to some extent, addressed them in their studies. Irresistible causal forces
are external influences (e.g. customer requirements) that agents have (physical) capacity to
resist in SIDM, but agents feel (psychologically) that they do not have the ability to resist
these forces (Stones, 2005, 111-112). Drawing on Giddens’ (1979) notions of power, the
relationships between the agents in a social network are labelled position—practice relations
(Stones, 2005, pp. 93-94).

In examining the questions, we analysed how managers (agents-in-focus) used their
interpretative schemes to understand the power and the normative expectations of external
structures and agents-in-context (i.e. those not in the midst of the action; Giddens, 1979;
Stones, 2005). In addition, we addressed how this perception is reflected in the habitus of
managers in making SIDs. To be able to answer our research questions, we also examine
how SIDs are made, who is involved in SIDM, who are the internal and external
stakeholders in SIDM and how agents feel about the SIDs being made.

We use case study methods to investigate SIDM practice in four business organisations
where managers had close personal involvement in recent or current projects. Evidence was
collected through semi-structured interviews and analysis of company documents, with
thematic analysis structured around key aspects of the SST.

Our study responds to the call of Harris et al. (2016) and contributes to SIDM literature by
providing a more nuanced and integrative understanding of the agencies, processes and
other contextual factors that shape SIDs. We extend the SIDM literature (Elmassri ef al.,
2016; Warren and Jack, 2018) by providing company-specific ontic-level evidence of how
agents-in-focus draw upon their knowledge of the organisation’s strategic context.
Specifically, we add to prior literature by highlighting what irresistible causal forces are and
why agents do not resist them. We extend the literature by enhancing our understanding of
the important role of the perceived power position (position—practice relations) of agents
involved in the SID process and the consequent lack of challenge some major project
proposals encounter. Based on our empirical evidence, we argue that agents’ knowledge
about irresistible causal forces and position—practice relations may have an even more
decisive role in SIDM than suggested by prior literature.

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows. Section 2 presents key aspects of the
literature on the SIDM and SST. Section 3 decribes the cases studied and research methods
used. Section 4 presents the case analysis, followed by a discussion in Section 5. The paper
ends with concluding remarks in Section 6.

2. Literature review

2.1 Strategic investment decision-making

This section reviews SIDM literature streams and shows why considering judgemental and
contextual aspects is important in making SIDs. Techniques perspective — the traditional
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perspective of SIDM literature — has focused on using appropriate investment appraisal
techniques, such as net present value and sensitivity analysis (see, e.g. Haka, 2007; Clancy
and Collins, 2014 for a review). Based on finance theory, the underlying idea is that only
SIDs with net expected returns (benefits) that exceed costs should be accepted, as they
positively impact the organisation’s value (Shapiro, 2005). Many scholars (e.g. Pike, 1996;
Abdel-Kader and Dugdale, 1998; Alkaraan and Northcott, 2006; Verbeeten, 2006; Brunzell
et al, 2013; Huikku et al, 2018); have empirically investigated the use of traditional
techniques in making SIDs.

Despite traditional techniques being commonly used, they are subject to significant
critique. One major challenge is that the traditional approach ignores strategic (non-
financial, intangible) aspects (Carr et al, 2010). Another major challenge facing the
traditional SID techniques approach is that it ignores contextual influences. Specifically, due
to uncertainty, strategic decisions cannot be considered merely a rational endeavour
focusing on technical modelling (Daft and Lengel, 1986). Many researchers argue that
context is a key influence on SIDs (Hitt and Tyler, 1991; Bryson and Bromiley, 1993; Harris
et al., 2016). These critiques of techniques perspective have resulted in the development of
process and people perspectives in SIDM (Carr and Harris, 2004; Emmanuel et al., 2010).
Uncertainty results in an intuitive process, where decision-makers rely on judgment and
experience rather than the technical model (e.g. Agor, 1986; Hensman and Sadler-Smith,
2011). In addition, external environmental uncertainties (Papadakis ef al, 1998),
organisational context (Kingsley and Reed, 1991) and managerial behaviour (Emmanuel
et al., 2010) shape SIDM practices. Thus, the literature has been moving from focusing on the
technical model to a more holistic approach in SIDM.

Given the process and people perspective, our focus is on research that has explored
SIDM beyond the financial techniques adopted to measure and ensure the feasibility of the
projects. We explore the tensions between these financial rationales and strategic rationales.
Grant and Nilsson (2020) showed how strategic and financial rationales were produced and
judgements based on expertise were made in a business acquisition decision. We are
building on this stream of research (Harris et al, 2009; Carr et al., 2010; Jorgensen and
Messner, 2010; Emmanuel ef al, 2010; Grant and Nilsson, 2020) and paying attention to the
role of multiple managers in the SIDM process. Management research that has used
qualitative approaches to investigate the behavioural side of strategic decision-making
processes (Simon, 1955, 1976; Bower, 1970; Mintzberg et al., 1976; Hickson et al., 1986;
Eisenhardt, 1989; Butler ef al, 1993; Elbanna and Child, 2007; Bardolet et al, 2011) has
revealed the importance of the “hidden process” of decision makers drawing on their
intuition in making managerial judgements. Our research echoes the importance of such
issues as “strategic fit” and organisational factors (Harris, 1999; Carr ef al, 2010) and the
roles of human and non-human actors (Jergensen and Messner, 2010).

In addition to the above-reviewed studies, Elmassri et al. (2016) and Warren and Jack
(2018) draw on SST and focus on the techniques and process aspects in highly uncertain
organisational contexts. Still, they also, to some extent, address people aspects. The next
section considers these key studies from an SST perspective. The extreme uncertainty in
Elmassri ef al’s (2016) study came from the political and social unrest in post-revolution
Egypt. They found that in the face of such a turbulent environment, managers relied more
upon their knowledge of local conditions and allegiances than investment calculation
techniques to ensure that decisions and investments still took place to keep people working.
Agents in nationally owned companies (as opposed to multinationals) used their
knowledgeability of local conditions to create investment opportunities to keep local people
employed even when the financial analysis did not support the projects. They exerted their



preferences for employees to be kept in work over the short-term shareholders’ interests to
invest in projects that ensured the long-term sustainability of their organisations.

Warren and Jack (2018) investigated how agents within the UK’s highly regulated
electricity generation industry used their knowledge of the contextual field to strategically
respond to and lobby for change. They demonstrated that the structural change in
government policy was attributable to the strategic conduct of knowledgeable agents (i.e.
senior managers at the electricity generation companies). The managers withheld capital
investments based on unprofitable net present value calculations. Also, they used their
modelling to communicate to regulators and the government, why they were not investing.
Finally, this communication led to a change in regulatory and government policy in a
privatised industry. Accordingly, the strategic investment accounting information
generated knowledge on which the energy-generating companies could act and also
changed the knowledgeability of the regulators and government.

Our research approach differs from Elmassri et al. (2016) and Warren and Jack (2018)
who have explicitly addressed the role of agents’ knowledgeability in SIDM. Their focus
was more on techniques and processes than our people-focused endeavour. We conducted
an interview-based multiple case study addressing four case firms and their focal
investment projects. In contrast, Elmassri ef al. (2016) interviewed managers from various
organisations and industries in Egypt, and no particular firms or investment projects were
addressed as cases (country-level analysis). Warren and Jack (2018) conducted a
longitudinal interview-based multiple case study in five major UK energy generators.

Taken together, there is a lot of literature about techniques and processes used in SIDM.
What we know about SIDM practice suggests it may follow a prescribed process to balance
the standard DCF-based financial analysis with other strategic factors. However, this
process occurs within the relatively unexplored socio-political contexts of organisations and
involves multiple actors who do not always behave in predictable ways. We have only a
scarce understanding, of how managers’ knowledge about their strategic context enables or
constrains SIDM (Elmassri et al, 2016; Warren and Jack, 2018). The knowledgeability of
those actors (or agents, as they are called in SST) and their perspectives on their
organisations’ SIDM processes (both formal and behavioural) are what we aim to surface in
our case studies by adopting an SST lens to inform SIDM theory and practice. Specifically,
we are interested in how irresistible causal forces and position—practice relations shape
SIDM. Accordingly, we address the interplay of agents and structures in our study and
work towards a more nuanced and integrative understanding of organisational SIDM
practices.

2.2 Strong structuration theory

Core to Giddens’s (1984) original theory of structuration is the duality of social structures:
that structures are both “out there” in the social world inhabited by agents (external
structures) and partly “in here” in the mind and body of the agent (internal structures). The
latter refers to the habits and practices of agents, building on Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of
“habitus”. Giddens’s (1984) work is positioned at the abstract level, whereas Stones (2005)
builds on Giddens’s work to produce a “stronger” form of theorising that may be applied at
different ontological levels in empirical research: abstract, meso and ontic level (Stones,
2005, p. 77).

Stones’s (2005) SST presents structuration as the quadripartite intertwining between
external and internal structures, active agency and outcomes. According to Stones (2005,
84-86), external structures have an existence that is autonomous from the agent-in-focus.
External structures constitute acknowledged and unacknowledged conditions of action.
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These conditions may enable or constrain action by agents (Stones, 2005). Stones (2005)
claims that to conceptualise external causal influences on agents, two types of occurrences
of external structures should be encompassed. Firstly, Stones (2005, pp. 111-112) defined
“independent causal influences” as external structures that “have complete autonomy from
the agents whom they affect”. Furthermore, he defined “irresistible causal forces” as going
beyond that, where agents may have the (physical) “capacity to resist an external influence”
(to do otherwise, in Giddens’s terms) but where they “feel [psychologically] they do not have
the ability to resist”. According to Stones (2005, pp. 114-115), the agent would need the
following three properties to be able to resist: (1) adequate power, (2) adequate knowledge of
alternative possible courses of action and their consequences and (3) adequate critical
distance to take up a strategic stance about a particular external structure and its situational
pressures. As shown by Elmassri et al. (2016) and Warren and Jack (2018), in the SIDM
context, subordinates may also exert some control over their more powerful superiors, i.e.
have the ability to enact a dialectic of control (Stones, 2005) [1].

Moreover, internal structures consist of two parts: conjuncturally-specific structures and
general dispositions. Conjuncturally-specific internal structures refer to the agents’ specific
knowledge of particular contexts, which is “knowledge of interpretative schemes, power
capacities and normative expectations and principles of the agents within context” (Stones,
2005, p. 91). In addition, “general dispositions” (i.e. habitus) are experiences and values that
influence agents’ naturally’ without thinking (Stones, 2005, p. 87). This view corresponds
with Bourdieu’s notion of habits and Mouzelis’s notion of disposition (Stones, 2005, p. 9).
Thus, Giddens’s virtual structures of signification, legitimation and domination constitute
the knowledge of conjuncturally-specific internal structure (Stones, 2005, p. 91).

General dispositions act as media used by the same clusters of agents across different
situations. Stones’ (2005, p. 88) claims that general dispositions encompass:

Transposable skills and dispositions, including generalised world-views and cultural schemas,
classifications, typifications of things, peoples and networks, principles of action, typified recipes
of action, deep binary frameworks of signification, associative chains and connotations of
discourse, habits of speech and gesture, and methodologies for adapting this range of particular
practices in particular locations in time and space.

The agents’ general disposition might change over time and space. According to Stones (2005),
the interaction between agents’ habitus and their specific knowledge of particular contexts
creates new meanings of normative values and power capacities that reshape agents’ general
disposition. Elmassri et al. (2016) found that the uncertainty of external structures interacts
with agents’ dispositions in constructing new structures of signification, legitimation and
domination. Furthermore, this interaction shaped the agents’ disposition regarding
understanding the meaning of SIDs and following a new receipt of actions throughout the
SIDM process. Thus, given time and space, agents’ general dispositions are constructed rather
than being simply agents’ conjuncturally-specific knowledge of their situations.

Active agency includes the ways agents draw upon their internal structures. Outcomes of
the structuration process can be the change and reproduction of the extant structures (Stones,
2005, pp. 85-86) and, in a SIDM context, the investment decision, for example. Stones (2005,
p. 116) argues that the strength of SST is that it can translate the abstracted ontological level of
Giddens’s structuration theory into the epistemological and methodological understanding by
enabling moving to the meso level and further to the ontic level. The “structures-agents”
relationship in the SID context cannot be explored at an abstract ontological level. There is a
need to “slide down” through the ontological meso-level (groups of agents, which may be
interpreted as “firm-level” in organisational studies) to the ontic level, which is the “level at
which empirical evidence can be sought” (Stones, 2005, p. 76). The ontic level (individual agent)



enables researchers to understand the dispositions and practices of agents (Jack and Kholeif,
2007). In addition to SIDM studies by Elmassri et al. (2016) and Warren and Jack (2018), SST
has been applied by a growing number of researchers to understand accounting practices (e.g.
Jack and Kholeif, 2007; Coad and Herbert, 2009; Coad et al, 2015; Feeney and Pierce, 2016;
Adhikari and Jayasinghe, 2017). For example, Jack and Kholeif (2007) argues that the conflicts
between management accountants’ general disposition and their conjuncturally-specific
internal knowledge raise a conflict within the management accountants’ beliefs about their role
in the organisation after implementing an enterprise resource planning (ERP) system. Equally,
Coad and Herbert (2009) found that the new control regime affects the financial empowerment
of engineers with management accountants, which creates a conflict between the engineers’
general dispositions and the external structural context and leads them to become receptive to
changes in management accounting practices.

We adopt Stones’s (2005, pp. 92-94) definition of an agent-in-focus as someone “in the
midst of the action” and Stones’s (2005, p. 92) categorisation of other individuals in the
agents’ network who shape and condition the structures that affect them as agents-in-
context. The relationships between the agents in a social network are labelled position—
practice relations (Stones, 2005, pp. 93-94), drawing on Giddens’s notions of power.
Position—practices concept helps position the external structures in the “structures-agents”
relationship. Position—practices is an ontological concept that encourages the researcher to
examine the relationships and networks between clusters of agents within a specific
landscape under observation, for instance, a department of an organisation (Stones, 2005).
Thus, position—practices provide an appropriate space to conceptualise the meso-level
institutional link between structures and agency, as it bridges the abstracted ontology-in-
general and substantive, empirically informed, ontic level (Stones, 2005).

The agents-in-focus are assumed to be managers operating at a divisional level,
proposing strategic projects and making a case to the board of directors. Meanwhile, board-
level directors are considered to be agents-in-context, shaping the decision environment and
approving projects that meet prescribed criteria. This perception makes sense in the case of
new product development or business development (new customer) projects. However, in
the biggest strategic decisions — for example, those involving product group divestment or
new market entry decisions — it is more likely to be the group of board level managers who
will be more “in the midst of the action”. It could be argued that the agent-in-focus in SST
research is simply the agent the researcher engages with as the centre of attention in the
study. Indeed, in his later work, Stones (2015, p. 61) talks more about situated actors, thus,
de-emphasising the distinction between agents. For this study, we have engaged with
managers at multiple levels. We regard them all as situated actors because they are all
actively engaged in SIDM practices within their organisations. Agency is exercised when
“agents-in-focus” (Stones, 2005, p. 92) apply their knowledge, power and general
dispositions to act in a way that reinforces or changes the structures in their context. In
discussing how we can make sense of the world of situated actors, namely, agents-in-focus,
Stones (2015, p. 61) comments:

It is very useful to differentiate between attempting to grasp the contextual field confronting an
actor (context analysis) and attempting to grasp the process by which the actor combines their
sense of this contextual field with deliberations or judgements about how to act (conduct analysis).

Strategic conduct analysis addresses hermeneutic ways in which agents draw upon their
understanding of the structures of signification, domination and legitimation (Giddens,
1984; Stones, 2005).
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Furthermore, Harris et al (2016) developed in their conceptual paper an argument for
using SST as a theoretical lens through which to view SIDM case research. They used SST
to re-analyse four prior case-based studies that had originally used personal construct
theory, actor-network theory, practice theory and grounded theory. They argued that these
studies might have illuminated the behavioural aspects of SIDM practice more fully using
SST, suggesting that “SST holds greater promise than either grounded theory or practice
theory as it guides the researcher towards unpicking the complex social processes of human
interaction” (Harris et al, 2016, p. 1198). They viewed the interactions between the
knowledgeable actors and the external structures that condition the decision environment
and found that using these SST concepts is a useful way to improve our understanding of
the active agency of those (people) involved in SIDM processes.

To sum up, we know quite a bit about the structure, processes and techniques applied in
SIDM. We also know something about the psychology involved in managerial judgement,
the role of agents and the use of intuition in SIDM, but these are inadequately linked. SIDM
research has not been well-theorised in that there is no overarching theory of SIDM. We
consider that SST has the scope to integrate these strands of SIDM research by focussing
attention on structure and agency. Accordingly, we adopt an SST lens to analyse the
interplay of agents and structures in SIDM-making and contribute to a more nuanced and
integrative understanding of SIDM practice. Particularly, in investigating how managers
exercise agency in SIDM, we focus on their knowledgeability of the contexts in which they
and their organisations operate (organisation’s environment, strategy, CSFs and irresistible
causal forces) and also investigate how managers’ views of the relative power positions
influence their active agency.

3. Methodology
In this section, we present our qualitative research methodology and method, case selection,
data gathering, used SST-concepts and data analysis.

We chose to use qualitative research methodology with field based multiple case study
(Yin, 2003) to address how managers exercise agency in SIDs by drawing on their
knowledgeability of the strategic context. The case study approach provided us the ability
to develop rich, contextualised accounts of SIDM process (Parker, 2012). Furthermore, the
chosen methodology, which focuses on the semi-structured interview data, enabled us to
gain deeper understandings of organisational actors and their worlds (Vaivio, 2008). Usage
of semi-structured interviews helped us to structure the interviews and gear them towards
relevant topics, yet leaving room for the interviewees to elaborate on the topics on which
they had more to say. The adopted interview model enhanced the validity and reliability of
our data by facilitating the clarification of the questions, proposing further questions and
returning to earlier questions and answers (McKinnon, 1988).

Concerning case selection, we aimed to select firms with investment projects large
enough to provide a suitable strategic context. Our case selection criteria included industry
sectors with sufficient capital intensity, evidence of recent major investment and access to
the most knowledgeable people involved in the organisation’s SIDM process. Of the most
recent SIDM case-based studies, Huikku and Lukka (2016) researched a single company in a
Finnish setting, and Elmassri ef al. (2016) interviewed participants in organisations in
Egypt. We decided to build on these studies and select two companies from each geographic
region so that the effects of regional context on SIDM practice were likely to affect each pair
of cases similarly. We build on Harris ef al (2016) regarding the application of SST to case
studies in SIDM. This paper reports findings from four cases: two Finnish and two Egyptian
companies. While the Egyptian companies faced a turbulent economic and political



operating environment, the Finnish companies had a relatively stable country context.
Within each country, we chose two organisations that operated within the same industry
sector. This decision facilitated the analysis of SIDM practice within the same industry and
national context (within each country) and across different industry sectors and national
contexts (across countries).

The two Finnish case organisations operate in the food manufacturing sector. One is a
large multinational company listed on the Finnish stock exchange (Firm A), and the other is
a large family-owned business (Firm B). Both companies employ roughly 10,000 people.
According to the executives interviewed, the average financial performance during 2013-
2017 was considerably below shareholder expectations in Firm A and slightly above
expectations in Firm B. Both companies have invested significantly in expanding their
production capacity in their home country and abroad by building or developing major food-
processing plants.

Both Egyptian case organisations operate within the light industrial manufacturing
sector and have about 1,000 employees. One manufactures medical componentry (Firm C)
and is listed on the Egyptian stock exchange. One of the company’s main objectives is to
export its products to the Middle East and Europe, so it follows the required international
quality standards to access these markets. Thus, most of the company’s SIDs aim to
improve the company’s products to compete in the Gulf and Western markets. The second
Egyptian company (Firm D) is a family business that manufactures componentry for the
security industry. It operates three factories and exports its products to around 30 countries
in Africa, the Middle East and beyond. Like most Egyptian companies, Firm D has suffered
from economic and social difficulties due to the extreme changes in the Egyptian political
structure, resulting in lower sales in the domestic market. In 2014, the company’s owners
decided to adopt a new governance structure to separate ownership from management,
believing this would increase productivity and value. According to the interviewees, the
average financial performance during 2013-2017 was considerably below shareholder
expectations in Firm C and almost aligned with owners’ expectations in Firm D. Both
companies have invested significantly in expanding their production capacity in Egypt
recently.

Concerning data gathering, interviews were conducted with at least three managers with
different discipline backgrounds and at varying levels of seniority in each case organisation
(Appendix 1). Moreover, there was at least one interviewee with a finance role and
background and at least one non-financial manager in each case. The interviewees held
different positions in their company’s management structure. Most would be categorised as
top management, holding positions that place them in the C-suite in company management,
which includes the chief executive officer (CEO), chief operations officer (COO) and chief
financial officer (CFO). In each case, at least one interviewee was from the next level down,
though they may still be categorised as senior management. All interviewees had extensive
management experience including at least two years in their present organisation. All
except 1 of the 14 interviews, lasting an average of an hour, were conducted on a one-to-one
basis. The exception was one researcher interviewing two organisational members
simultaneously in Firm A. One interviewee (CFO) in case D was interviewed twice, as
covering all our questions on the first occasion was impossible. We also collected data from
the companies’ websites and documents — e.g. annual reports, strategy documents and
corporate investment manuals — to triangulate evidence from the interviews (Vaivio, 2008).

This research focuses on how decision makers interact with various social actors and
how their intuition and managerial judgement is socially constructed by different external
structures. Our research design is underpinned by themes drawn from SST, such as the
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agents’ knowledgeability (i.e. their understanding of the strategic context in which they
operate) and the structures or levers of action that either enable or constrain their practice
(Stones, 2005). We have defined habitus as the general dispositions and instincts for how to
behave and position—practice as the agent’s power position in relation to others in the social
network where the SIDM process occurs. Giddens (1984) suggests that agents exercise
power through the deployment of material (allocative) and human (authoritative) resources.
We are especially interested in how the concepts of irresistible causal forces and position—
practice relations play out in SIDM.

A common set of questions guided the interviews to aid comparison. However, the
interviews were only semi-structured to enable the interviewers to explore different aspects
of SIDM practice according to the interviewee’s role and experience. In our interviews, we
addressed four question themes informed by the SST concepts (Stones, 2005) relevant to us:

(1) agents’ understanding of their strategic context? (agents’ knowledgeability of the
organisation’s environment, strategy and CSFs);

(2) agents’ feelings about the SID(s) being made? (habitus, i.e. general dispositions, the
role of independent causal influences and irresistible causal forces);

(3) SIDM process and participants involved in the process? (active agency); and

(4) agents’ perceptions of their power position in relation to others in the SIDM
process? (position—practice relations).

Themes a and b are related to agents’ strategic context, and ¢ and d to agents’ strategic
conduct. The interview themes, their relation to SST concepts and examples of specific
interview questions can be found in Appendix 2. In addition, the interviewees were all asked
to express what they saw as the top three CSFs in their organisations before explaining how
these impacted their SIDM practice. The flexibility and subjectivity of the interview method
enabled us to understand the agents’ knowledgeability embedded in both strategic context
analysis and strategic conduct analysis (Stones, 1991).

Furthermore, we asked each participant to speak about the most significant strategic
investment project (a focal project) in their recent experience in terms of the process, who
was involved and each actor’s relative influence on the decision in their organisation. These
focal projects included a meat processing plant (in Firm A), a grain grinding plant (Firm B)
and major expansions in production capacity to serve broader markets in both Firm C and
Firm D. The initial investment outlays for the Finnish focal projects in Firm A and Firm B
were tens of millions of euros, and in the Egyptian Firms C and D a few million euros. Hence,
we found all four case organisations had recently experienced a major investment in new or
expanded production facilities designed to add capacity, which was considered strategic.
This finding may be due to the interviewees’ senior positions in their organisation and the
industries they are in, where production capacity is both a constraint and an opportunity to
create value. Accordingly, differences observed in interviewees' views of SIDM and key
decision criteria may be better explained by their ways of viewing and dealing with SIDs
rather than by project type. Prior literature (e.g. Harris et al., 2009; Huikku et al., 2018) has
also reported that managers in manufacturing companies commonly perceive plant (site
development) investments as their major strategic investments and have experience
evaluating them.

The interviews were conducted in the participants’ language (the Finnish firms in
Finnish and the Egyptian firms in Arabic), to be later transcribed and translated into
English. The local researchers (Finnish and Egyptian) first immersed themselves in the data
in their language before selecting the most relevant paragraphs, words and phrases in



English to share with the research team. The researchers were very familiar with the local
contexts and habits and fluent in English, ensuring that the transfer of meaning was secured
in translating interview quotations and related issues (Feldermann and Hiebl, 2020).

Interview transcripts and other documents were analysed using SST themes such as
agents’ knowledge, habitus, irresistible causal forces and position—practice (Stones, 2005).
Our thematic analysis involved continuous moving back and forth between the data and
theories relevant to our study, flexibly combining the deductive and inductive research
strategies (Dubois and Gadde, 2002). The researchers met continuously (both in person and
online) to share their independently-derived interpretations of the data, and discuss the
cases and analysis in detail and to extract meaning from those discussions that would reveal
the subtlety required to analyse the SST concepts and facilitate a cross-case comparison.
Thus, the findings and their interpretations presented here were reached through the
collective interpretation of the researchers (Creswell, 2014). An ontic focus enables us to
address holistically at the company level the influence of external structures, agents-in-
context, position—practices, internal structures, agents-in-focus and power in the “structure-
agent” relationship (Stones, 2005). It is worth understanding that even though our study can
be characterised as cross-sectional rather than longitudinal, the interviewees were asked to
describe the development of their investment processes. Specifically, they provided us with
material for the whole investment process of the focal investment projects (from the
initiation to commissioning and after that). In addition to private material, public material
was available from the internet related to their focal investment projects. Accordingly, we
could understand what kind of “structuration” occurred in their SIDM.

4. Case analysis

In this section, we present the analysis of our case studies following the framework outlined in
Appendix 2. In sub-section 4.1, we consider the managers’ knowledgeability of key external
structures that we might expect to shape organisational SIDM practices, i.e. the organisational
strategy, as reflected in its CSFs. We also explore agents’ general dispositions regarding the
relative importance of strategic and financial considerations in their strategic context. Next, in
sub-section 4.2, we present the active agency and strategic conduct analysis and the position—
practice relations in SIDM. Finally, in sub-section 4.3, we consider the emerging evidence of
causal forces influencing SIDM, a more integrative SST concept. Tables 1 and 2 summarise the
analysis across the four firms. These summaries facilitate a discussion of the conditions under
which our findings are revealed — in other words, placing observed SIDM practice in the
context of our case organisations’ characteristics in a cross-case analysis.

4.1 Agents’ knowledgeability of the strategic context for strategic investment decision-making
Stones (2005, p. 85) suggests that an agent-in-focus’s conjuncturally-specific knowledge of
external structures (for example, market conditions in a particular industry) shapes the
general disposition they draw on in exercising agency in practice, here in SIDM practice.
Hence, our interviews explored the managers’ knowledgeability of these external structures,
which form conditions of action that influence agents-in-focus, i.e. those closest to the action
(Stones, 2005, pp. 84-85). Table 1 shows what interviewees understood to be the
characteristics of their business environment, the top three or four CSFs derived from their
corporate strategy, their organisations’ recent financial performance and their views on the
relative importance of strategic factors in SIDM.

In Firm A, the top CSFs were new product development, strong brands and cost efficiency.
Of note is limiting non-financial measures to market factors, which reflects their highly
competitive business environment. This indicates that the interviewees’ knowledgeability of
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the firm’s strategic context and CSF's had quite a strong shareholder wealth focus, which they
suggested emanated from recent performance being perceived as poor relative to shareholder
expectations.

With regard to the common main criteria in SIDM, the interviewees in Firm A seemed to
agree that improving manufacturing productivity and meeting customers’ requirements
were two matters of utmost importance (leading to the overriding target of long-term
profitability) when making SIDs. The company used the payback period method as its
primary criterion and net present value and ROI as the secondary criteria in their SIDM. In
line with the common main criteria in SIDM, improving manufacturing productivity played
a major role as a target when the company considered the focal project (a major meat
processing plant). Still, in this project, sales growth was also important. The current
facilities were at the end of their useful life, and the plant replaced old facilities, increasing
capacity. The investment was expected to produce about 50% direct labour cost savings, so
there was a key financial benefit assumption for the project. The CFO explained:

We do not have a non-financial culture. It is really a financial-oriented approach. In this project,
the business case ended up stating that this project was designed to increase our cost efficiency
significantly.

More generally, nevertheless, the CFO also stressed the importance of considering strategic
alignment in SIDM:

There is, in fact, one issue that should always be taken into account. The project must fit the
strategy.

The COO continued similarly about the strategic alignment requirement:

We regularly kill investment projects that do not fit our strategy. They can be promising projects
as such but not aligned with our strategy.

In addition, the COO indicated that the situation might not be quite as rigid and clear-cut.
Even though strategic alignment and sufficient profitability were the prerequisites for the
SID, they were not the only criteria affecting the investment decision. The managerial
judgement also seems to play a major role:

First, we need to get the numbers straight to put it forward in the investment process. However,
then the real decision is based on judgement. This is how it works.

The subtle difference in perceptions here between CFO and COO may indicate the “habitus”
of a CFO as being more financially rooted, whereas that of the COO is based on a broader set
of concerns, e.g. getting orders processed on time.

In Firm B, the CSFs perceived by our agents-in-focus were new product development, quality
of products, health and safety of personnel and environmental impact (sustainability). Hence, they
show more emphasis on non-financial aspects than Firm A, for example. The CFO explained how
both financial and non-financial factors, including strategy, are considered in SIDM:

We have in our investment appraisal material all the standard investment profitability measures.
However, the existence of the strategic link is a prerequisite that we even bother to look at those
financial calculations. In this sense, the decision-making is more verbal than numeric. Hence, it is
essential that in the appraisal, we can ensure that the investment realises our strategy.

The CFO described further that the discussions about the strategic investments are already
beginning during the strategy formation process, emphasising the close linkage of strategy
and strategic investments:



If we talk about critical success factors [...] In fact, we use terms [like] must-win battles or
strategic initiatives. So, we think about how we want to develop a certain business and what is
the direction and velocity. Simultaneously, when we talk about our strategic goals, we address the
strategic investment projects required to achieve the goals.

In line with the above, the focal investment project in a major grain grinding plant to process
raw materials was completely driven by the strategy. Changes in consumer megatrends
were behind the strategic choice to strengthen this business and consequently pursue high
growth and long-term profitability. The CFO explained the strategy formation phase and
the focal investment decision:

It has been clear that we want to grow in this business, and in order to grow, we have to invest, no
choice. So, the discussions have already been conducted in the strategy formation phase.

Furthermore, the Investment Director was also very knowledgeable about the influence of
strategic context on SIDM and added comments about the close linkage of strategy and
strategic investments:

There are very strong indications in the strategic material about the investments needed to
support the achievement of the strategy. Hence, when the BOD accepts the strategy, their next
ideais|[...] ‘hey, provide us the investment proposal’.

After ensuring the strategic alignment, the firm focuses on financial calculations. They use a
payback period as their dominant measure, followed by the internal rate of return and
economic value added. The Investment Director emphasised the role of financial measures
by stating that “the financial business case is always number one”. He adds, however, that
non-financial criteria also play a role in SIDM, but these are typically considered separately
beyond financial calculations in SIDM:

In our case, the brand plays a major role as a non-financial criterion. Also, megatrends and
consumer trends. They are hard to monetise. We are very cautious about converting any
uncertain softer [non-monetary] benefits into our investment calculations.

In Firm C, the participants had varying conceptions about the CSFs and their priorities. The
Production Director said, “the quality of our products is the main factor we consider”,
whereas the CFO said, “sure, quality is important, but the cost figure is so important”. The
Financial Director said, “although all financial figures are important, strong relationships
with banks and financial institutions are so important”. Interestingly, the relative
importance of the CSFs was perceived slightly differently by the interviewees in the firm.
Regarding agents’ knowledge, the interviewees show signs of information asymmetry,
meaning that in SST terms, there may be variability in agents’ knowledgeability about their
firms’ strategy or simply that their internalisation of external structures and personal
preferences varies according to their habitus (values and beliefs). Plausibly, partly due to
these, the strategic alignment of the strategic investments appears to be only loosely
coupled.

Concerning SIDM, the firm strongly emphasises financial consideration, such as a short
payback period, and appears to consider strategic aspects only in exporting decisions. One
reason to highlight profitability from a very short-term perspective is obviously related to
the recent weak financial performance of the company. The Financial Director explains the
effect of the current competitive landscape on the SIDM:

We are working in [. . .] competitive local and regional/international markets. We should be able
to compete if we have competitive prices; otherwise, it is hard to exist.
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In line with their general strategic themes, the main target of their focal investment project
(i.e. expansion of production capacity: plant and equipment for manufacturing medical
equipment) was to increase export sales and lower manufacturing costs.

Firm D had also suffered from economic and social difficulties due to extreme changes in
the Egyptian political structure, resulting in lower sales in domestic markets. Consequently,
to maximise the profits, the firm’s main strategic objective was to increase market share
across the Middle East region, not just in the home market. Simultaneously, to support the
firm’s efforts to improve its profitability (being slightly below shareholders’ expectations),
they introduced a new governance structure (external structures in SST terms) that did not
focus only on sales figures or a set of financial measures. High after-sales service quality
was typically considered an important non-financial CSF.

Also, regarding SIDM, financial aspects were still greatly emphasised, but non-financials
gained more prominence, as the CFO explained:

All indicators related to cost-benefit analysis with its broader meaning. This means both financial
and non-financial indicators are considered [in SIDM].

Recent strategic investments included significant expansion in production capacity in the
home country, and the focal project (new plant and equipment for manufacturing locks,
including new products) was one representation of these. The CEO described the main
driver and criteria behind this investment:

The key driver [of the focal investment] is the company’s strategic objectives. For example, one of
the strategic objectives is to achieve a steady increase in market share.

The firm used NPV as a calculative method to assess the profitability of its strategic
investments. In the focal investment, profitability was driven by expected sales growth.
Also, improved product image was considered a decision criterion in SIDM but was not
incorporated into the NPV calculation. In this focal project and Firm D’s other major
investments, there seems to be a tight alignment between them and the strategic objectives,
and the management is very knowledgeable about their objectives.

Taken together, there appear to be similarities and differences in the perceived CSFs
within and across the above four firms. There seems to be an emphasis on products, markets
and brands in all companies. Accordingly, they seemed to have shared understandings
when it comes to both the customer and market dimensions of company performance. Also,
when comparing further the agents’ knowledgeability of CSFs, the firms clearly articulated
financial emphasis on costs or profits as their important CSFs in all but Firm B. It may be
that Firm B, having recently performed better than expected, could afford to be less
financially driven. This organisation’s focus is likely also to reflect its family ownership and
lack of stock market pressure, which enables managers to take more of a triple bottom line
approach. The linkage of strategic objectives (CSFs) and strategic investments was tight in
all firms except Firm C, and the agents-in-focus were very knowledgeable that this linkage is
a prerequisite for investing. Similarly to the case company presented in Jergensen and
Messner (2010), managers had varying conceptions about the CSFs and their priorities in
Firm C. This is potentially explained by information asymmetry within the firm, agents’
varying knowledgeability of strategy (including CSFs) or personal preferences based on
their habitus.

In Firms A, B and D, the agents were very knowledgeable about strategic objectives
forming the basis for SIDM and alignment between these being a prerequisite for a strategic
investment. In these firms (A, B and D), however, it was not enough just to show the
alignment of the proposal with the strategy to proceed with the investment. Their additional



requirement was that financial calculations showed sufficient profitability for the
investment. In Firm C, SIDM was based on financial evaluation (except for certain export
investments).

Furthermore, regarding the agents’ views on the relative importance of financial factors
vis-a-vis non-financial factors in SIDM, there are variations between the firms. Firms A and
C emphasised financial criteria; non-financial measures were not typically used in SIDM.
This appears to be related to both firms’ low profitability recently. The lack of non-financial
culture was well-known among the managers in these companies and guided them to plan
only investment projects with sufficient (calculable) profitability. The better-performing
firms, B and D, also used non-financial criteria more often, even though they primarily
emphasised the importance of financial feasibility. These findings align with Carr et al
(2010), suggesting that agents in companies under financial pressure focus on financial
criteria and in better-performing companies, they more often consider non-financial criteria
in their SIDM. Our findings also align with survey findings (Huikku et al, 2018, 530) that
suggest there is more emphasis on pre-decision controls when firms are under financial
pressure.

To sum up, the agents’ stocks of knowledge allowed them to appreciate the strategic
context of their organisations. In the following sections, we explore how this knowledge
provides (or does not) the rationales for investment decisions.

4.2 Active agency and strategic conduct analysis

To scrutinise further the active agency aspects, we asked the interviewees who get involved
in SIDM internally and if external stakeholders influenced the SIDs. In addition, we
addressed managers’ perceptions of power positions in SIDM. With regard to the Finnish
firms, in Firm A, there was evidence of multiple managers being involved in SIDM, but also
a strong influence from meat producers through the chair of the board. Therefore, in Firm A,
there is more influence from the supply side and in Firm B from the customer and
competitor side (i.e. external stakeholders). Selected quotes to illustrate these connections are
shown in Table 2.

Regarding the position practices in Firms A and B, the managers are well aware of their
formal power positions when speaking about the general SIDM process and the focal
projects. This awareness is explicitly manifested in strict approval limits assigned to
different hierarchical levels. We were told that the board approves all the major SIDs of
directors and that top managers always get involved early in the planning of SIDs. The
involvement of a committed, influential individual (a project champion) usually plays a
major role in selling SIDs to the top managers during the planning phase. These managers
generally — but not always — accept an SID proposal where the expected financial return
meets the minimum requirements. According to the interviewees in both companies, they
sometimes accept SIDs whose expected financial return falls below the minimum financial
requirements. However, these kinds of investments are often related to environmental or
social outcomes and so, consequently, their degree of “strategic alignment” can be
considered ambiguous.

The COO of Firm A spoke about the stakeholders in the focal project in terms of internal
stakeholders (mainly sales, marketing and product development managers, with no mention
of employees) and external stakeholders:

The raw material producers of this meat are major players. They simultaneously also partly own
us. They are a very important stakeholder group. Then, we have the municipalities, health and
safety authorities, and politicians.
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For a company with such a financial focus, a wider group of people appears to be involved.
However, the dominant group is still the shareholders. The two main drivers of the project
appeared to be the need to replace an existing facility reaching the end of its useful life and
the improved cost efficiency (mostly labour cost savings) anticipated from the new facility.
It seems odd that where one of the key drivers of the project was labour cost savings, the
voice of the workforce or the HR department was absent in our interviewees” accounts of
SIDM.
The COO commented about the main players in the focal investment:

The roles of CEO, CFO, COO and Divisional Director were dominant within the company to drive
the investment planning and get the project proposal approved.

When asked if there were any dissenting voices or if all parties agreed, the CFO said:

Contrary to my earlier experiences in other firms and in this firm, it appeared clear that we did not
have the option not to invest! Everybody was for it [...] this was an investment with a very
strong business case. This is one reason why there was no opposition.

In Firm B, the investment director explained the influence of competitors on the focal
project:

The actions of our competitors to invest in the same business have confirmed our understanding
that there is demand for the new products.

It appears that the Firm B managers’ business case for this project is partly justified by the
actions of competitors, with the rationale that if they are making similar investments, they
must think there is growth potential in the market, too. This example shows how agents-in-
context, such as competitors, can influence agents-in-focus thinking in their SIDM.

In Firm B, the senior manager responsible for investment management identified the
board of directors, specifically the CEO and CFO, as the dominant parties regarding SIDM
because they set the strategy. In terms of the most powerful, he said, “you have to persuade
the CEO. He has close contact with the chairman of the board”. However, he did not recall
“anybody opposing this idea to invest”. The CFO said about this focal investment project:

There has not been any direct influence from stakeholders because our strategy has driven this so
strongly.

The Egyptian firms also discussed the aspects related to the influence of external
stakeholders and the involvement of different employees in SIDM and their power positions.
In line with Firm B, both Firms C and D emphasised the significant role of competitors
influencing their focal investments. The CFO of Firm D said:

Considering the market conditions and the customers’ demand, competitors have a dominant role
in this decision.

More generally, beyond these focal projects, both Firms C and D brought up the influence of
governmental regulations (e.g. about health and safety) in their SIDM. Firm D also
pinpointed their corporate internal governance rules and regulations related to SIDM in their
decision-making.

Concerning involvement and responsibilities in SIDM, the Senior Manager (Production)
of Firm C deviated slightly from the focal project when he described their new product
development more generally:

Marketing always asks to develop new products. However, as the production director, my
technical knowledge is always considered in deciding whether we are able to do that or not.



He considered his department “always has the upper hand” in projects that rely upon
technical expertise. However, in relation to building projects, he thought that external
parties were also influential, explaining that “government regulations regarding health and
safety are so important” and “competitors” technological facilities’ act as benchmarks.

While the CFO said the Financial Director had a crucial role in SIDM, the Financial
Director himself noted a distinction between who was responsible and who dominated the
decision process:

Inconsistent with other companies where I have worked, this decision is mainly my responsibility,
but the CEO, informally, is the dominant person.

It is not clear how the interviewee understood that difference. Still, both Giddens and Stones
associate domination with influential political power, while responsibility may be more
associated with accountability for resources and, thereby, with the structure of legitimation.
Looking together at the perceptions of the Senior Manager (Production), CFO and Financial
Director, it seems that different parties dominate different types of projects. Still, the
financial managers play a crucial role in taking responsibility for SIDM. This role fits with
the nature of Firm C’s financially dominated CSFs.
In Firm D, the CEO described his position in relation to SIDM as follows:

You might think that as I am the CEO[. . .] T have a top position in the company. This [description] might
be correct in terms of responsibilities. However, in terms of [SIDM] practise, it depends on the project’s
context [e.g. type, size, value in terms of money]. I control the investment appraisal processes, but for
specific projects, some directors have power over my authoritative position, and I have to listen to them.

The CFO of Firm D echoed this by saying:

The position of a person is not the same every time; the position is based on the person’s networks
[...] the personal ability [. . .] to influence a decision through both formal and informal ways, also
how people trust this person.

This also came through in the evidence from Firm C, where both the CFO and the Production
Director thought that the power position exercised in SIDM related to the specific type of
project and the person’s experience relevant to that project type. In some projects, the
Production Director said he had his own views and explained accordingly about the role of non-
financial aspects in SIDM: “not only numbers matter, in making decisions [. . .] includes also
my experience, perceptions and sometimes my feelings”. Also, Grant and Nilsson (2020) show
the important role of managers’ experience and expertise in shaping firms’ SIDM.

There seems to be a distinction between those thought to dominate the SIDM process and
those who may have a position of responsibility for the process but do not feel they have the
dominant influence on decisions (Table 2). We will explore this further in the next sections.

4.3 Integrative strong structuration theory concept: irresistible causal forces
In this section, we present and discuss the emergence of irresistible causal forces that seem
to influence SIDM greatly.

In Firm A, the CFO said, “We did not have the option not to invest”, indicating a lack of
agency in the decision for someone in such an important role. The focal project was also
already included in the company’s strategic plans. Furthermore, it seems that the focal
project in Firm B was completely driven by growth potential and long-term profitability
expectations, so a combination of market and financial factors. The CFO of Firm B said:

Ensuring strategic alignment as such plays a major role in evaluation. We ponder, ‘Are we going
to grow according to our strategy in this segment, or are we in a cash cow mode?” Then, it is
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another story that we occasionally try to assess how this and that investment will influence
certain KPIs. The measures are then used when we have commissioned the investment, and by
them, we can ensure that we are heading towards our strategic goals.

He added further:

It has been clear that we want to grow in this business, and in order to grow, we have to invest, no
choice.

The decision to invest was de facto made already in the strategy formation phase and
approved by the board of directors. Accordingly, the firm executives had to take the decision
for granted.

It seems that in speaking about these two strategic projects of tens of millions of euros
already included in the firms’ strategic plans, the interviewees in both firms were adopting
the mindset that they could not reject these project proposals. This could be a sign of what
Stones (2005, 111) calls “irresistible causal forces”, where agents feel powerless to resist,
even when they might have had the ability to do so. In other words, irresistible causal forces
apply where agents have a choice. So they may have the “ability to do otherwise”, to resist
social pressure, but feel they do not have the power to resist, so they choose not to. Certainly,
in Firm A, the focal project is perceived as taking on its own unstoppable life and becoming
a powerful force for change.

In the two Egyptian cases, there was less cost sensitivity but more sales sensitivity as
local markets struggled, and exports had become critical to the firms’ sustainability. Hence,
it was difficult for the agents-in-focus in these firms to resist investment ideas justified by
the promise of profitable sales growth. The Production Director of Firm C described the
reality of the current challenging market situation and, consequently, the pressure to pursue
the focal investment to stay alive as a company:

International customers in the Gulf and European countries are the drivers for this decision; they
always put us under pressure to develop our products regularly.

However, in Firm D, there was a hint that the Financial Director may have felt a tension
between personal preferences (that may echo the CFO habitus in Firm A) and conjuncturally-
specific knowledge, as he explained:

Recently [after adopting a new governance system], I have been asked to consider all relevant
financial and non-financial indicators [e.g., employees] in the investment appraisal reports.

The way this comes across, the new governance structure that was recently introduced may
not yet be embedded in the Financial Director’s general disposition, and he appears to be
struggling to adopt and internalise the new structures implemented at the CEO’s request.
This new governance structure may be seen as an irresistible causal force that the agent
perceives as an external structure, which has to be accepted.

Firm D’s CFO also spoke about using cost-benefit analysis, “with its broader meaning” to
embrace both financial and non-financial indicators. Perhaps he had internalised the new
structures more than the Financial Director, possibly due to a closer working relationship
with the CEO. The CEO spoke about employees who “should be happy to work in a
comfortable place” and clients’ satisfaction as well as financial figures being important, so it
seems the more senior (dominant) the agent, the more likely they are to espouse a broader
approach.

With regard to the construction of a new factory (the focal project), the CEO of Firm D
explained the background and obligatory nature of the investment by emphasising the
current strategy, as did the CFO of Firm B:



This project was appraised differently from other minor investment decisions. There was an
agreement to approve this project, as the senior team knew that the business owners needed to
expand through constructing this new factory. This expansion is one of the long-term strategic
objectives; in our meeting, we discussed how, when and where we will build the new factory
rather than WHY we should build it.

In SST terms, the examples reviewed above fit with Stones’s (2005, 111) notion of irresistible
causal forces, where agents in different levels of organisations may feel powerless to resist
external structures, even if they may have been inclined to. It also shows that business
owners or boards of directors still act as agents-in-context to exert a strong influence on
SIDM, even when they appoint business managers (in this case, the CEO) to manage day-to-
day operations and take responsibility for SIDM. It also shows how conjuncturally-specific
knowledge of external structures (agents’ knowledgeability about what the business owners
or board of directors want to see) may outweigh agents’ general dispositions or personal
views in active agency.

5. Discussion

SST identifies two types of external structures: independent causal influences (which are
beyond an agent’s control) and irresistible causal forces (where an agent might have the
capacity to resist) (Stones, 2005). Based on our data, managers’ knowledge about irresistible
causal forces and related position—practice relations appear to play a major role in shaping
SIDM. Accordingly, this section discusses these aspects further and specifically addresses why
agents did not resist investment proposals. Stones (2005, 114-115) suggests that to be able to
resist, an agent would need adequate power, adequate knowledge about alternatives and their
consequences and adequate distance to a particular external structure. Both Elmassri ef al
(2016) and Warren and Jack (2018) show in the SIDM context examples about situations where
agents have the potential to resist causal forces. In Elmassri et al (2016), employees resist
managers, and local managers defy their superiors in MNCs. In Warren and Jack (2018),
managers in energy-generating firms could resist energy regulators by drawing on their
knowledge about external structures, such as resources available to them as providers of
capital, and the presentation of evidence in the form of capital budgets.

The agents-in-focus faced numerous external pressures to consider while planning and
proposing new investments. Our interviewees appeared to bow to more external
stakeholders, including business owners, customers, competitors, governmental health and
safety authorities, the board of directors and the chair and felt less able to resist. For our two
Egyptian cases (Firms C and D), this partly contradicts Elmassri ef al’s (2016, 165) findings
in the same country context, where “the degree of uncertainty provided greater space for
intuition, experience and judgement”. We were initially surprised by this finding but
understand that most of the Egyptian interviewees in our study felt less able to “do
otherwise” to prioritise the employees’ voices due to their concern for their job security
(Stones, 1991). Hence, their general dispositions may previously have matched those of
interviewees in Elmassri ef al’s (2016) study. Still, their habitus has changed over time
(Stones, 2005, 88) because of their knowledge of changes in the political context, where
employees generally now have less voice. Our findings may also be affected by the later
timing of the study; the social, political and economic uncertainty was no longer as extreme
in Egypt as it was in Elmassri ef al. (2016) during and immediately after the revolution.

In our two Finnish cases, we anticipated, based on prior studies like Carr ef al. (2010), that
SIDM behaviour would differ from that in the Egyptian cases. This is attributed to the
differences in the business environment, with Finland’s stability as a developed country
contrasting with Egypt’s political turmoil as a less-developed country. These aspects of the
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strategic context are independent causal forces that individual actors cannot hope to change
(Stones, 2005). However, we found more similarities than we expected regarding the
irresistible causal forces and drivers of SIDs, perhaps due to our use of the SST lens. In both
countries, there were external driving forces (i.e. owners, customers, competitors, authorities
and board of directors), and the agents did not necessarily see themselves as able to resist
such pressures. Even in Firm C, where the Production Director perceived himself or at least
his department as having quite a strong power position, he also felt unable to resist pressure
from “international customers”. This sense of a lack of personal freedom (Giddens’s notion
of agency) to exercise political power (domination) to influence SIDs was more widespread
than we expected based on prior SIDM studies (Elmassri ef al., 2016; Huikku et al., 2018).

Within Firms A and B, the board of directors was the dominant external force to agents-
in-focus. The formal structure dictates the power and responsibility in SIDM, and agents-in-
focus are well aware of this, 1.e. they have the ultimate power over the authoritative (human)
and allocative (material) resources (Stones, 2005). All the major investments have to be
approved by the board of directors, the investments are de facto already decided in
connection with the strategy formation process, and top management is already involved
with the investments early in the planning of SIDs. Accordingly, the management plans and
executes the investments rather than making the decisions per se. In Firms C and D, the
interviewees did not perceive power positions related to position—practices within the
companies as clearly as in Firms A and B, and the board of directors did not play as
dominant role in SIDM in Firms C and D, for example. In firms C and D, those managers
thought to have responsibility for SIDM do not necessarily perceive that they have power
over the process. The relative power position of the individual within the formal
management hierarchy seemed less important than the agent’s relevant knowledge and
experience when it came to managerial judgement in SIDM. However, the degree to which
their “gut feelings” or instincts were allowed to override the dominant financial decision
criteria applied to SIDs was not so obvious, if it existed at all. The financial analysis
measures, especially net present value and payback period measures, were seen as external
structures that were internalised routines and unlikely to change. This finding suggests that
even where non-financial measures appear in the CSFs and agents’ internal structures,
agents were relatively constrained in exercising agency in SIDM. They did not feel they had
sufficient power to resist external structures and stop a project from going ahead, even if
they would have preferred to take less risk, for example. In addition, they did not necessarily
have adequate knowledge of alternative courses of action for the firm, or to be in a position
to evaluate these consequences (Stones, 2005). They did not have sufficient distance to an
external structure in question, either.

Our evidence partially supports Garbuio ef al (2015, p. 363) finding on the value of
“disinterested dialogue” in SIDM. There is plenty of evidence of dialogue, but the extent to
which top managers play the “disinterested” role is unclear. While there may be some
evidence of having a “fact-based transparent discussion that addresses a strategic decision”
(Garbuio et al., 2015, p. 363), our interviewees did not mention, for example, the involvement
of any non-executive directors in the dialogue. We found evidence that participation in the
dialogue was “based on their relevant skills or experience”, for example, financial or
production expertise, and to some extent that managers were “able to voice conflicting
opinions”. Still, this is less clear in Firms B and D, where we found stronger evidence of
irresistible causal forces. Stones (2005, 112) captures this notion as when “external causal
influences encounter the wants, desires and principles of agents, resulting in a pragmatic
trimming of the latter”. In Elmassri et al (2016), managers wanted to listen more to the
employee voice and keep people employed by choosing to “do otherwise”, accepting projects



that would not necessarily maximise shareholder value (i.e. had a negative net present
value). However, interviewees in our study did not show this type of “resistance”. Perhaps
they were acting more in self-interest, wishing to keep their jobs, or they genuinely felt less
empowered to go against the causal forces of, for example, the business owners or board of
directors (cf. Coad and Glyptis, 2014). Following the initial disruption of the revolution, they
may feel less personally empowered to resist.

Taken together, and partially contrasting with Elmassri et al (2016) and Warren and
Jack (2018), we find no evidence suggesting that the agents-in-focus might have had an
opportunity to act differently. Instead, we identified numerous irresistible causal forces and
discussed potential reasons explaining the agents’ behaviour.

6. Concluding remarks

Harris et al (2016) advocate using an SST approach in SIDM research to enhance
understanding of managers’ contextual knowledge, the dynamics of socio-political
structures guiding decisions and individuals’ power within organisations to accept or
challenge the assumptions underlying SIDs. Consequently, the broad purpose of this study
was to explore how managers exercise agency in SIDs by drawing on their knowledgeability
of the strategic context. According to SST, an agent-in-focus’s conjuncturally-specific
knowledge of external structures has the potential to shape their general disposition when
exercising agency in SIDM (Stones, 2005). We investigated first how agents’ knowledge of
the external structures, such as firms’ strategy (including the CSFs derived from it),
alignment between strategy and SIDM and agents’ views on the relative importance of
financial factors (vis-a-vis non-financial factors) influence SIDM. In addition, we addressed
how the current business environment and their organisations’ recent financial performance
potentially affect SIDM. Then, we investigated the irresistible causal forces in SIDM and
why agents do not resist them. Finally, we studied how agents’ views of the relative power
positions influence their active agency and, hence, shape SIDM practices. Our study builds
on Harris et al. (2016) by operationalising their recommendations to use an SST lens to view
case evidence in four case studies.

Our main contribution to the scarce SIDM literature about agents’ knowledgeability of
their external structures (Elmassri et al, 2016; Warren and Jack, 2018) is to shed light on the
irresistible causal forces and power positions associated with them. We contribute to the
literature by identifying irresistible causal forces and discussing why agents feel unable to
resist them. We identify a board of directors, alignment with strategy, owners’ expectations,
entrenched financial analysis tools and various aspects of the operating environment (such
as competitors’ technologies, economic conditions and customer demands) as relevant
irresistible causal forces.

Regarding position—practice relations (Stones, 2005), we demonstrate that the importance
of the perceived power position of agents involved in the SID process, specifically finance
professionals, and the consequent lack of challenge some major project proposals encounter,
may play a major role as irresistible causal forces. Even though we interviewed senior
managers in the organisational hierarchy, we found that they seldom felt especially
powerful in influencing the SID outcome. Indeed, the nature of their participation may take
the form of going along with a project proposal in principle and working on the details of
when and how it could be implemented rather than engaging in a challenging debate about
whether it should go ahead. They seem complicit in accepting and reinforcing causal forces
embedded in external structures (cf. Coad and Glyptis, 2014). In congruence with Stones’s
(2005) theoretical suggestions, we find that lacking any of the three properties (power,
knowledge about alternatives or distance) potentially explains why agents’ ability to resist
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can diminish. Our findings point to the importance of understanding the business context (in
SST terms, the external structures and the agents-in-context) holistically when examining
SIDM practices. We argue that irresistible causal forces have the potential to play an even
stronger role in shaping SIDs than prior literature has suggested.

In addition to our main contribution, and to the best of our knowledge, we extend prior
literature by being the first to explicitly discuss how agents’ knowledgeability about CSFs
derived from strategy shapes firms’ SIDM. Moreover, in studying how agents-in-focus draw
upon their knowledge of the organisation’s context when exercising agency, we add to
Elmassri et al. (2016) and Warren and Jack (2018) by providing company-specific empirical,
ontic-level evidence and also addressing particular SIDs.

In congruence with Harris ef al. (2016), we maintain that by using SST concepts (Stones,
2005), a more holistic view of SIDM can be provided by considering the interactions between
the elements of agency and structure. Researchers can further enrich our understanding of
managers’ interpretations and reactions to external structures.

In this sense, we argue that using SST concepts has both theoretical and practical
implications in the context of SID. SST enables the researcher to drill down into the “ontic”
level to empirically explore in-depth the complex interrelationships between various agents
and structures which, arguably, fits the SID context. Specifically, the concepts related to the
knowledgeability of managers (agents-in-focus), irresistible causal forces and position—
practice relations could help researchers focus on the role of power asymmetries and
resistance in SIDM and consequently extend our study.

We see the scope for a more nuanced research approach to enhance the elicitation of SST
perspectives on agents’ habitus and knowledgeability by using stimulated recall and
cognitive techniques to delve further into agents’ mental models and perceived powers to
resist, rather than using interview techniques alone (Harris, 1999; Dempsey, 2010). Thus, we
suggest that future case studies of SIDM may fruitfully use a combination of SST with
theories of cognition drawn from psychology (e.g. Wood and Bandura, 1989; Peters, 1993;
Emmanuel et al, 2010; Evans and Stanovich, 2013). Furthermore, we noticed that high-level
managers heavily involved with major investment projects do not necessarily know well the
CSFs of their firms. In addition, managers may have varying conceptions about the CSFs
and their priorities. It would be worth studying how these may jeopardise the alignment of
strategy and SIDs, a link emphasised to be a cornerstone of SIDM (Slagmulder, 1997).

Note

1. In Elmassri ef al (2016), employees had the potential to resist managers and local managers their
superiors in MNCs. In Warren and Jack (2018), managers in energy-generating firms could resist
energy regulators based on their knowledge of the context (e.g., about the resources available to
them as providers of capital and the presentation of evidence in the form of capital budgets). See
also other accounting studies addressing irresistible causal forces: Coad and Herbert (2009,
interaction between management accountants and engineers), Feeney and Pierce (2016, new
product development), and Jack and Kholeif (2007, budgeting/ERP).
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Table Al.
Case organisations
and interviews

Appendix 1
Case Business No. of Interview
study activity Location  interviews  Interviewees duration (min)
Case A Food Finland 1 Senior manager (Projects) 90
manufacturing
1 Chief operating officer (COO) 100
1 Chief financial officer (CFO) 35
1 Controller 61
(2 people) Head of Finance
Case B Food Finland 1 Senior manager (projects) 45
manufacturing
1 Investment director (Inv. Dir.) 143
1 Chief financial officer (CFO) 35
Case C Medical Egypt 1 Chief financial officer (CFO) 50
supplies
1 Production director (PD) 60
1 Financial director (FD) 45
Case D Security Egypt 1 Chief executive officer (CEO) 60
products
2 Chief financial officer (CFO) 50 +40 =90
1 Financial director (FD) 40
Totals 14 854

Source: Authors’ own creation
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