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Introduction

Today, value creation is not solely in the hands of a single service provider but instead usually involves networks of other companies, such as suppliers or retailers (Ballantyne, Frow, Varey & Payne, 2011). The current business environment has amplified the need to consider not only how to address consumer needs more perceptively but also how partners can be incorporated into the practice of creating value propositions. Success relies on building a strategy capable of integrating this networked way of doing business that involves interaction, and collaboration. Such a strategy should also be reflected through the firm’s processes and marketing communications in order to attract customers, and co-creating value can support that. The co-creation of value is a new approach to value, one that highlights the importance of the joint creation of value by the company and the customer (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004), but also with other stakeholders (Vargo & Lusch, 2008). Co-creation differs from traditional conceptions emphasizing the construction of value by companies within their corporate structure and for the consumer (Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Alves, 2013), because value co-creation involves both clients and suppliers acting as co-creators of value. Suppliers apply their knowledge and skills in the production and branding of the product and the clients apply their knowledge and capacities in their everyday utilization practices (Vargo, Lusch & Akaka, 2008).

Although there is a vast amount of research on co-creation, there are still gaps in the current literature. First, current literature exhibits a strong focus on co-creation between service provider and customer (Fosstenløkken, Løwendahl & Rewang, 2003; Payne, Storbacka & Frow, 2008; Aarikka-Stenroos & Jaakkola, 2012; Rasmussen, 2012) and thus more research focusing on other stakeholders is necessary. Second, studies focusing on co-creation tend to discuss it on an abstract level (Gummesson, 2008: Vargo et al., 2008). Although there are studies focusing on for example client-consultant interaction (e.g., Nikolova, Reihlen & Schlapfner, 2009; Sieg, Fischer, Wallin & von Krogh, 2012) and managing professional service relationships (e.g., Hirvonen & Helander, 2001), there is a need to focus more precisely on the practices of co-creation in order to understand how resources, like knowledge and expertise, are integrated in co-creation. Finally, co-creation is largely examined in the marketing context, such as in service co-creation, but we suggest that the concept can be extended to other contexts, such as the co-creation of strategy. In our opinion, focusing on strategy work between partners offers a new and interesting perspective on strategizing and strategy work in small and micro-sized firms.

This chapter directs attention to the co-creation between partners in a micro firm context. To address the research gap, this study answers the research question: How is strategy constructed in a dialogue between independent consultants in a partnership? Since the objective is to study how the actors really co-strategize, the current research adopts a practice-based view and scrutinizes dialogue among partners (Orlikowski, 2010). Practice research views organizations, “as constituted by the shared practices that actors draw on to act and interpret other actors’ actions” (Orlikowski, 2007; Escheverri & Skålen, 2011). In this study, dialogue between partners relating to strategy are seen as practice. In line with the strategy-as-practice approach, we understand strategy as being developed, produced, and negotiated continuously in everyday activities.
The chapter begins with an examination of the strategy-as-practice approach and co-creating strategy through social construction. Following that, the methodological choices are explained. In the findings section, we present the dialoguing[footnoteRef:1] practices identified in our qualitative study, through which strategy is co-created between the partners. This chapter concludes with a discussion, its implications, its limitations, and some ideas for future research. [1:  See also Doz and Kosonen (2010) for the use of ‘dialoguing’ concept in strategy renewal processes as a practice of ‘surfacing and sharing assumptions, understanding contexts, exploring underlying assumptions and hypotheses, not just conclusions, and for developing common ground’. ] 


Literature review

The strategy-as-practice approach

Practice perspectives been developed in the social sciences and managerial disciplines (Whittington, 2006.) Adopting a practice perspective in research has ontological and epistemological consequences, which can be explained by describing the three ways to study practices (Orlikowski, 2010). First, scholars might adopt an empirical focus on how people act in organizational contexts. Accordingly, the practice is seen as a phenomenon and the aim is to answer a ‘what’ question by describing everyday activity. The second way is to adopt a theoretical focus on understanding relations between the actions people take and the structures of organizational life. This approach answers a ‘how’ question, and thus aims to explain the dynamics of everyday activity, enhance understanding of how practices are produced, reinforced and changed while also taking account of the intended and unintended consequences of those actions. The third way is to adopt a philosophical focus on the constitutive role of practices in producing organizational reality. The perspective is that social reality is made up of practices and the social world is brought into being through everyday activity (Orlikowski, 2010). The three alternative approaches are important because those studying practices are interested in how knowledge is produced. Practice perspective views acquiring knowledge as equating to doing, and knowing and doing are not seen as entirely separate options, and nor are knowing and working. There is knowing in everything people do (Gherardi, 2015).

Strategy-as-practice is a research approach utilized especially in studies on strategic management, organizational decision making, and managerial work focusing on the micro-level social activities, processes, and practices characterizing organizational strategy and strategizing. It is an approach that enables in-depth analysis of what takes place in activities dealing with strategies within organizations. Through the concept of practice, researchers are able to conduct a dialogue with practitioners and thus to advance theoretical understanding by offering practical implications to managers and other organization staff (Golsorkhi, Rouleau, Seidl & Vaara, 2010). Under the practice perspective, strategy is seen not just as a property of an organization, but as something people do with people from both within the organization and from outside it (Whittington, 2006.)

For a practice to be a practice, it must be seen as such by its practitioners, and is therefore socially sustained. This means that it is recurrent and it is recurrent because it is institutionalized (there are certain values, beliefs, norms, habits and discourses accepted, understood, and shared by the members of the group/organization). Although the practice is recurrent it does not mean that everything is always repeated in exactly the same way, so there is room for development, change, and learning (Gherardi, 2011). The results of practice-based studies are especially important to practitioners themselves, because through research (like using video material as data) it is possible to shed light on the tacit, interactional, discursive, and embedded production of organizational practice and learning (Gherardi, 2011). Such results also highlight the importance of the actions of all participants in generating organizational outcomes (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011).

Jensen Schau, Muñiz, and Arnold (2009) offer a general outline of the characteristics of practices as comprising understandings, procedures, and engagements. Understandings are defined as the practice-related knowledge (expertise) skills, and experiences of each resource-integrating actor. Procedures are the practice-related rules, principles, and cultural norms of each resource-integrating actor, and engagements are the practice-related wants and needs, goals, and purposes to which each resource-integrating actor is committed (Jensen Schau et al., 2009; Kowalkowski et al., 2012). These characteristics form a background on which each actor taking part in strategy work draws and which affects the knowledge exchange between actors (in that it may both enable and delimit it) (Kowalkowski et al., 2012.) A slightly broader view would define practices as accepted ways of doing things, which are embodied and materially mediated, and both shared between actors and routinized over time (Reckwitz, 2002; Vaara & Whittington, 2012.) A definition of strategy from a strategy-as-practice perspective is, “a situated, socially accomplished activity”, whereas strategizing means “actions, interactions and negotiations of multiple actors and practices that they draw upon in accomplishing that activity” (Jarzabkowski, Balogun, Seidl, 2007, 7-8).

This study relies on a strategy-as-practice approach to focus on the micro-level interaction between individual practitioners in strategizing (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009), in this case in workshops. Workshops as a mode of doing strategy can be seen as practices. They are in a way “concentrated episodes in the wider strategy praxis, a sort of episodic strategy practices” (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009, 83).


Social construction of strategy

The chapter contributes to current discussions on value co-creation (Payne et al. 2008, Grönroos & Voima 2013) and service development (Vargo & Lusch 2008, Ballantyne et al. 2011) by focusing on the strategy dialogue of strategy in co-creation workshops between partnering consultants. The value co-creation literature emphasizes collaboration with customers and other stakeholders and learning from them in order to be adaptive to their individual and dynamic needs (Vargo & Lusch, 2004; Vargo & Lusch, 2008). This collaboration with other actors, or influenced by them (Jaakkola, Helkkula & Aarikka-Stenroos, 2015), is seen as co-creation, which can be defined as the joint creation of offerings (Hoyer et al., 2010) or value, and occurring through the exchange and integration of resources (Vargo & Lusch, 2008). Resources (such as knowledge, skills, and motivation) do not create value in themselves, but only during the process of integrating and implementing them (Lusch, Vargo & Tanniru, 2010). Resources are therefore ‘building blocks of the social that practices integrate into service’ (Skålen et al., 2015; Ballantyne et al., 2011; Echeverri & Skålen, 2011; Grönroos, 2011).

The co-creation takes place, not only with customers (which was the starting point of the co-creation discussion (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004)), but also with other stakeholders. The context of the discussion has therefore changed from being based on networks to encompassing service ecosystems. The institutions—norms, rules, symbols, meanings and so on—can be seen as coordination mechanisms for value creation and co-creation (Lusch & Vargo, 2014). Hence, the role of a service provider is to understand how the process of value creation is perceived by clients, to foster value creation opportunities, and manage the ways and means favoring the co-creation of value (Payne et al., 2008; Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004). Co-creation has also been discussed in the entrepreneurship literature, especially in the effectuation stream (Sarasvathy, 2001), where the focus has been on building and utilizing networks in new venture creation and internationalization (Galkina & Chetty, 2015). The emphasis is on adopting a more emergent view on strategy and forging cooperation relationships by pre-commitments to reduce uncertainty. In an effectuation context, experimentation is important to identify strategy and business models that work, as is flexibility and investing based on affordable loss (Chandler, DeTienne, McKelvie & Mumford, 2011). This means that entrepreneurs adopting effectuation who start by assessing the means available and the acceptable level of downside risk, can open themselves up to surprises when they seek and determine goals with their stakeholders (Dew, Read, Sarasvathy & Whitbank, 2009).

The co-creative practice of formulating a value proposition involves knowledge exchange between resource-integrating actors whose knowledge is situated in their respective practice (Kowalkowski, Persson, Ridell, Röndell & Sörhammar, 2012). The current study focuses on the co-creation of strategy between independent, partnering consultants. The focus is on the dialogue arising during strategy workshops facilitated by researchers. The study was motivated by the authors’ practical experience with entrepreneurs and consultants offering professional services, and the fact that service providers are today often involved in interactions not only between themselves and their customers in a dyad, but in networks comprising customers and other stakeholders.

Dialogue is one of the building blocks of co-creation. In the context of co-creation, dialogue implies interactivity, engagement, and a propensity to act. Dialogue refers to equal and reciprocal discussion, where even the topic and the aim of the discussion are open for discussion, the opinions of others are respected and the discussants are ready to question their own opinions and premises. The aim of the dialogue is to find a solution that is acceptable to each participant. The process of dialogue embraces the idea of a willingness to learn from others and commit to finding a solution (Ellinor & Gerard, 1998; Heikkilä & Heikkilä, 2001). Dialogue entails many forms of learning, but perhaps most importantly, learning how to collaborate (cf. Ballantyne, 2004). A (true) dialogue is challenging for the participants (Vähämäki, 2008).

The current research adopts a relational constructionist view (Fletcher, 2006). That approach involves constructing a joint strategy as a relational activity, where actors’ resources, experiences, understandings and interests are interwoven in a dialogue through which strategy emerges. In these dialogical episodes, reality is socially constructed based on the participants’ previous understandings, experiences, and personality (ibid.). The relational constructionist view emphasizes the relationality and coordination between people and their contexts, and the relationality between people and their past and future, as well as the implications of those relations for the perceived spheres of opportunity (Bouwen & Steyaert, 1990; Fletcher, 2006).


Research design and methods


Case selection

In addressing its research question on how strategy is co-created between the partners, and in conducting a detailed data analysis to form an understanding of the case context, the current research utilizes a two-case study. Case study research is empirical research in which diverse information acquired by different methods is used to study present events or human behavior in a given environment (Yin, 2009). Therefore, the focus in a case study is often on understanding the dynamics present within certain settings (Eisenhardt, 1989, 534). A purposive sampling strategy (Miles & Huberman, 1994) was used to select the cases offering the best opportunity to study the social construction of strategy by analyzing dialogue. In case studies, case selection and defining the case are critically important (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008).

In this research, the case is the strategy dialogue in co-creation workshops between the partnering consultants. As is typical of strategy-as-practice research, human actors and their actions and interactions take center stage (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009). The study is conducted in two micro-sized firms operating in professional services. Here the firms are called the Competence Management Company and the Consultancy Group. Large firms have established processes for strategy work whereas micro-sized firms rely more on informal and less explicit processes (Kohtamäki, Kraus, Kautonen & Vähämäki, 2008; Kohtamäki, Tornikoski & Varamäki, 2008), making them interesting environments in which to study strategy work. These particular firms were selected because they both (i) demonstrated a need for strategy work and a common vision and (ii) were willing to engage in co-creation the partnering consultants to develop their strategy and in providing joint professional services to customers. The cases differ however in their organization: The Competence Management Company is a small owner-manager led firm that co-operates with independent self-employed experts. The Consultancy Group is a limited company formed by seven independent self-employed consultants wishing to develop and offer joint services for customers. In both of these firms all the actors are engaged in strategy development and execution.

The Competence Management Company was founded in 2009 and the business idea is based on the academic work of the owner-manager on developing the qualification classification system for working life skills and knowledge. The company aims to support its customers’ processes by focusing on the management of expertise; analyzing the competences and qualifications of personnel through competence surveys, and mapping the gaps in organizational skill profiles. The software for competence management is at the heart of the firm’s supply of services. In addition, the firm sells licenses for the software and offers turnkey solutions for human relations management, such as support for annual development discussions or various training events and courses. The competence analysis and the mapping of gaps in organizational skills is tailored to each customer and involves co-creation, because the strategic expertise areas in the customer company are defined in cooperation with the customer.

Strategy development became topical within the case organization especially because the firm grew in late 2013. Prior to that the company employed two professionals in addition to the owner-manager, an IT specialist for software development and a customer manager. In the fall of 2013 the company contracted three independent consultants to market its services. Those same people are also responsible for providing services to customers. The decision to focus on new business customer acquisition after launching the new software highlights the interest in growth, and the decision to partner with three consultants is important strategically. The company already had a well-established customer base of organizations in the education field and thus the acquisition of more business customers was the next step. This decision also poses challenges and induces changes in strategic management, not least, because the partners are located in different parts of the country. The self-employed consultants have also other customers. The initial meetings with the three consultants made it clear that the Competence Management Company needed to sharpen its marketing communications and redefine its strategy to make its value proposition appealing to a new business customer segment. The new marketing partners offered a different kind of expertise (see Table 1).


Table 8.1	Participants and data collection: Competence Management Company workshop

	Participant
	Organization
	Field of expertise

	Owner-manager (Thomasina)
	Owner, Competence Management Company
	PhD in knowledge management, founder of the company


	Customer manager 
(Sarah)
	Employee, Competence Management Company
	Marketing and customer management


	Sales representative 1 (Haley)

	Independent consultant
	Human relations 

	Sales representative 2 
(John)

	Independent consultant
	Sales skills
 

	Sales representative 3 (Leeann)

	Independent consultant 
	Building industry 

	Description of data collection

	The workshop took place in May 2014, lasted three hours, and was recorded and later transcribed. A researcher was present and made field notes. The participants worked with flipcharts, which the researcher photographed for future reference 

























Consultancy Group was founded in 2013 by a group of independent consultants operating in 
different parts of Finland. The group aimed to be able to tender for projects demanding more resources and more diverse expertise than any individual member could muster. The group selected a CEO from within its number and now offers consultancy services for customers from both the public and private sectors with a special focus on supervising approaches. All the consultants have different areas of expertise and knowledge, in addition to their knowledge of supervisory approaches (see Table 2). Combining their expertise on coaching, supervision and training enables them to offer their customers tailored services and to facilitate development projects co-created with their customers and the customers’ stakeholders.

Table 8.2	Participants and data collection: Consultancy Group workshop

	Participant
	Organization
	Field of expertise

	Partner 1 (Hannah)
	Independent consultant / CEO of Consultancy Group
	Knowledge management, tacit knowledge, well-being at work, managerial work, public organizations


	Partner 2 (Rose)
	Independent consultant
	Development of  expertise, age management, mentoring, public organizations, SMEs


	Partner 3 (Eric)
	Independent consultant
	Finding solutions to workplace challenges, supervisory approach, public and private organizations


	Partner 4 (Susan)
	Independent consultant
	Physical education and well-being, managerial work, multidisciplinary co-operation, public organization non-profit organizations


	Partner 5 (Peter)
	Independent consultant
	Consulting service sector and industry, development of managerial work, capability development of personnel


	Description of data collection

	The workshop was organized in April 2015. Two researchers observed and noted the proceedings. The parts of the workshop where the participants described their ideas to the whole group were recorded. The results of the group work recorded on flipcharts and a picture collage and were photographed by researchers for future reference. 



The company was newly established at the time of the study and therefore the strategy work was ongoing. The firm aimed to convey its available expertise to potential customers, to productize its services, and to define the specific steps required to deliver on a jointly defined vision for the future of the company. The workshops organized in both firms were intended to promote strategy work. The workshops were attended by company representatives and facilitated by an independent expert. Two researchers observed the workshops and collated the data underpinning the current research. The data collection methods they employed are detailed below.


Data collection and analysis

The data consist of both observational and recorded and transcribed material from two workshops. The workshop for the Competence Management Company lasted three hours and was recorded and later transcribed. The second workshop organized for the Consultancy Group also lasted three hours and was partly recorded. The latter workshop involved the participants working simultaneously in two groups, making recording all of the process very challenging. Accordingly, the two researchers chose to record and transcribe only those parts of the discussion involving all participants.

A review of the literature on co-creation and social construction and dialogue constitutes the conceptual framework of this study and has guided its analysis. The aim of the analysis was to broaden the existing understanding of strategy work in micro- and small-sized firms between partners with the focus on co-creation of strategy in workshops from the practice perspective. The workshop data were analyzed by focusing on the dialogue between the participants, in terms of its starting point and how the participants constructed the strategy. The intention was to focus on the interactions, experiences, and sense-making processes of the people involved in the study (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). Following the idea presented by Eisenhardt (1989), the within-case analysis initially used the data collected from both workshops in order to establish an overall picture of the nature of the workshops, before a subsequent cross-case analysis was conducted to illuminate the kind of practices recurring in both workshops.

The two researchers first analyzed the data individually before comparing their findings to generate a rich set of possible interpretations and nuances in the analysis. The data from the two workshops were analyzed through searching for the themes through which the participants co-constructed strategy, that is, what they talked about. The researchers analyzed differences and similarities in the data concerning the phenomena (strategy co-creation through dialogue), and coded text segments with similar features under the same category (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Those categories included: referring to one’s own background and expertise, discussing the customer, reflecting who we are and what we do (the participants), and discussing the required steps during the strategy formulation process. The text segments in each category were then checked and analyzed further. Further analysis aids in conceptualizing the results and thus increases the abstraction level (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996).

The data collected from the two workshops provided different types of knowledge for the analysis. In the workshop organized for the Competence Management Company, the focus was more on defining and finding the right words to articulate the value proposition to the customer, whereas in the workshop for the Consultancy Group the starting point was the future vision. Therefore, we believe the two data sets complement each other and that analyzing them enables us to form a more concise picture of strategy work undertaken by the partners, starting from the more abstract vision and moving towards concrete plans and decisions on what will be done next. Moreover, the members of the Consultancy Group are all independent consultants, who cooperate with each other, whereas the Competence Management Company features a CEO, two hired experts, and three sales representatives. So it is evident that the power structures in these two workshops were different, which in turn affected the discussions in the workshops. Despite these differences between the two workshops, they both included the dialoguing practices identified in our analysis. These practices are outlined in the findings section below.


Case findings

This chapter describes the co-strategizing between the partners, focusing on the dialogue observed during facilitated co-creation workshops. The analysis identified the following practices: 1) dialoguing about the customer, 2) dialoguing who we are and what we do, 3) dialoguing the utilization of a range of varied experience and knowledge in customer cooperation, 4) dialoguing the required steps regarding in the future and 5) dialoguing the need for a customer perspective. Table 3 below adds detail on the processes and provides excerpts from the data supporting specific practices.
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Table 8.3	Summary of the analysis 
	The practice 
	Examples of strategy dialogue from the workshops

	Dialoguing about the customer
	· Discussing the importance of new customer acquisition versus developing relationships with existing customers. The dialogue begins when the facilitator introduces the changes taking place in the marketing of professional services and points out the importance of building and maintaining lasting customer relationships. This leads to a discussion on the role and importance of existing customers.
· The importance of new customer acquisition following the launch of the new software is evident:
‘We are now clearly focusing on new customer acquisition. Before the launch of our latest software, we did not even attempt to acquire customers from the private sector. Naturally all the old customers using the old software are also important, but people present here today are responsible for new customer acquisition from the private sector.’ (Thomasina, owner-manager)

· A strong point is made focusing on the importance of existing customers providing the company with new leads and thus also shaping the future of the firm:
‘But keeping the old customers [is important] too, because they are really loyal and good customers. One way to keep them committed is that they exchange experiences and then they tell how experienced they have become in using our software. It is a way to market our services and software really, that these new customers ask the old ones. Would it be possible to find new customers through these old ones? Would that guide how we will be in the future?’ (Sarah, customer manager)


	Dialoguing who we are and what we do
	· The dialogue begins with a discussion of the challenge to define who the potential customers are, which also poses challenges for strategy work and then moves to the importance of knowing what the partners are good at, and using that understanding as a starting point to pinpoint who the customers could be.
· The difficulty of pinpointing who could be a customer is reflected in the metaphor comparing trying to learn what the customer wants and needs to tramping through snow:
‘There are two parts in this, one is our world inside the Consultancy Group and the other represents the world of the customers [. . .] This picture [jointly created in the workshop] is very telling – an eye opener – as we are trying to find our path in this new world, this picture where this girl is tramping through the snow, looking for her way forward. It is a bit like that for us too, not knowing what the solution will be.’ (Hannah, CEO)

· Next, participants explored potential reasons for the challenges facing the firm. These included changes in the business environment and the notion that the time of traditional consulting is passed. In a changing world, different kinds of services and facilitation are needed to successfully serve customers, and identifying them entails finding a common vision:
‘It is an interesting question, because we are self-employed consultants, each having different kinds of objectives, ideas, expectations and dreams, plus thoughts about what all this means. And on the other hand there is this joint venture, which can enable many things [. . .] Also the time for traditional training [has passed], and in my opinion, this picture does not describe an organization offering training. It tells us about an organization trying to find a new approach to development and also about constant development, albeit through small steps.’ (Peter, partner 5)

· Since a new type of expertise is seen as necessary, it is important to pick up on this and continue by defining the participants’ expertise as trainer educators and their role in introducing a ‘new and different’ take on consulting; not doing things for customers but engaging with and motivating them:
‘It is often important to approach the customer very carefully. This idea applies to us in the Consultancy Group and our customers. It is our task to get people to act with good motivation, to get them to commit to their work and their work community. We are located here: between different worlds. We will be a market leader in facilitation. Because you said [referring to fellow partner, Peter] we are not consultants [in the traditional sense] and not trainers either. So we proceed with a facilitating approach as the first in our field.’ (Susan, partner 4)


	Dialoguing the utilization of varied expertise and knowledge in customer co-operation
	· In discussing the need to know who we are and what we do, the fact that people coming from different backgrounds with different expectations for the co-operation may find it difficult to adjust their own objectives and expectations to those of others becomes evident. However, the different backgrounds of the participants can be very useful in joint projects, in encouraging customer co-operation, and also in the strategy workshops. The discussion between the partners who are at the early stages of formulating their joint identity unfolds as follows. The facilitator initiates the discussion by saying:
‘This is also nice: the phrase [on a flipchart] which says that a human being is the only animal that can change from doggie paddle to breaststroke just like that.’

· This remark evokes the idea that the swimming metaphor could also be a description of the work that the partners in the Consultancy Group do. The key capability seems to be the ability to harness all the expertise and knowledge that the customer organization possesses for the customer’s benefit:
‘Yes, that is a bit like our job. Maybe the customers need something like that. Facilitation in order to recognize the multiplicity of expertise; that all the potential and possibilities needed can be found there’ [in the customer organization and its network]. (Hannah, CEO)
· This is seen to be true especially in situations where they have been able to make a difference in the customer organization:
‘I think we all have, because we have worked on professional guidance, experiences with the customer organization about wild situations, and one can only think how the things would have been if nothing had been done.’ (Peter, partner 5)
· Based on the ideas proposed earlier, a different kind of perspective can be proposed: instead of trying to strategize from the inside out, it would be useful to start from the outside, and thus perhaps identify a role that would fit the expertise and interests of the partners as a group:
‘So we could also approach thinking and ideation: what we would like the world to be like in five years, rather than thinking what we would like our firm to be like. And that challenges us to think, what might our role be in order to [for our part] help to create the world we have envisioned?’ (Eric, partner 3)
· Taking a new perspective is seen as a good way to proceed, and it is proposed that they are already going in that direction as a group:
‘I think we are on the way. Because, in my opinion there are now far more opportunities to find a way to reach our vision, because we are a group rather than if we were not together.’ (Hannah, CEO)
· The discussion regarding drawing upon the variety of expertise available looks different when it takes place between members of an established firm and their fairly recently contracted sales representatives. The focus is on utilizing different backgrounds and expertise in making the initial contact with potential customers. This ideation starts from what the participants (sales representatives) are best at, and emphasizes supporting the process by which sales representatives become confident competence management experts.
‘John, you can focus on sales personnel and contact both your current customers and also our potential ones’ [John has expertise in sales]. ‘And I could deliver you the results of the peer review’ [a database of previously conducted competence and qualifications mappings in various organizations [. . .] And then there are results describing the competencies and skills of practical nurses. I could forward them to you [refers to Sarah, who has experience in co-operating with health-care organizations] [. . .] And if you, Haley could concentrate on managers, because you have a natural way to address managers and talk about human resources management. And for Leeann the building and construction industry firms and contacts.’ (Thomasina, CEO)
· This division of ‘tasks’ is accepted but it is also suggested that the owner-manager of the Competence Management Company could utilize the fact that the business idea and the software is based on her PhD research more than she had previously in discussions with potential customers, and also when marketing the firm’s services and expertise:
‘Somehow I can picture Thomasina calling [a potential customer] and saying that I have defended my thesis on competence management. And to say like this to a certain target group of course, like people in human resource management, addressing them and asking whether they have time to discuss it. Like referring to the expertise on such a high level.’ (Haley, sales representative 1)
· This suggestion is reaffirmed in the dialogue:
‘And it would also show that you are conducting research on this subject and that you know what you are talking about. And that you are interested in hearing the opinions of people having expertise and experience on these matters in potential customer organizations too. That you could adopt the role of an expert, like John will have a role as the person knowledgeable about sales management.’ (Sarah, customer manager)
· Partners bring their own experience to the strategizing process, but at this juncture it mostly affects the allocation of tasks and assigning different potential customer segments to each participant. There is no discussion on searching for the lowest common denominator of the experience and knowledge base of the participants or potential gains of synergies. 


	Dialoguing the required steps regarding the future
	· In strategizing, the essential task is to build a bridge between the world of the customer and the world of the partners. To achieve this, it is necessary to decide on the steps that need to be taken in order to achieve this aim. The facilitator begins by eliciting from the consultants the kind of steps they think should be taken. This evokes a comment addressing the need to find a way to get the message on how the Consultancy Group could help and support them, through to the customers:
‘We need to be able to convey the message to the customers that we will be able to help them and support them in their processes.’ (Susan, partner 4)
· How might that be achieved? It is essential to learn to speak the same language as the customers:
‘On reflection and having worked in two or three organizations somewhat similar to ours, we have to learn to speak the same language as the customer better than we do [. . .] we have decided that support and facilitation, and finding customers that we find ‘right’ for us are important, and it is nice to notice that we seem to be pondering over these things at the right time, there is a demand for our kind of expertise and the service we offer.’ (Peter, partner 5)
· It is considered necessary to find a way to make the expertise and services offered more tangible. The Consultancy Group tackles quite broad themes when working with its customers and its areas of expertise may be quite difficult for a potential customer to grasp, and also challenging to encapsulate in a value proposition. Visualization, a tool used in productization, is suggested as one solution:
‘We have been talking about co-creation, a facilitating approach and a common vision. And we have these different services, but they are all a bit elusive and difficult to grasp [for customers]. I was thinking about selling images and using visualization, for example. And I find that we will need help and support for this kind of image creation. How can we put down in words what our services can do for customers? We need to think, who would help us?’ (Susan, partner 4)
· The proposal is supported but the CEO raises the issue of pricing the services (Hannah, CEO). A solution is proposed in the form of co-operation:
‘We also develop when we co-create with customers, and not only customers, but other stakeholders too. Take this workshop, for example. It is essential for us to succeed to look for stakeholders and look for interactions, be it with a customer organization or other type of organization (business development for example), who could help us in our journey.’ (Eric, partner 3)
· Another partner raises the issue of resources:
‘Then there is a need to talk about resources because we are all independent consultants, and we have our own customers in addition to the customers we serve together. How many joint customers and projects can we have and so on? And also there is a question of time devoted to our joint projects.’ (Rose, partner 2)
· The discussion about tangible steps continues before the facilitator concludes:
‘The most important actions to be taken according to your choices are: to find customers suitable to you, ‘to put services down in words’ or images and seeking partners for co-operation, and also to find ways to listen to people in organizations, and tools to help do that. It seems to me that these actions you have chosen are linked, with co-operation being the key element. And finding the right words to convey the value proposition to the customer. And now, last but not least: what will be done first?’
· The lively discussion on this topic continues and customer narratives are introduced as a valuable tool ‘to put the services down in words’. There was discussion on co-operation with the local business development organization, the dialogue and ideation was ongoing. The strategy work will continue in both organizations. 


	Dialoguing the need for a customer perspective
	· Understanding the customers and trying to step into their shoes was noted in the workshops as a very important aspect of strategy work. In addition, the customers’ stories and the successes could be a useful way to convey the value proposition of the firm to potential customers.
· The current reality for the Competence Management Company, and a challenging one, is that it has few customer references to pass on:
‘Of course, when selling to them it is easy for us to show slides and refer to the customer base. But what is still a bit depressing, is selling to business customers, because when they ask we can offer hardly any references.’ (Thomasina, owner-manager)
· A solution is suggested:
‘But what I have been thinking here, is that we could offer a case description even if we do not have any names to name. We could take an example, describe a problem that an organization had and state how we solved it. And how it resulted in many good things.’ (Haley, sales representative 1)
· The discussion focuses on building lasting relationships with customers and experiences of the customers wanting to get close; sometimes even too close, maybe being overreliant or overdemanding. The facilitator suggests one explanation:
‘But of course the organizations are quite – I mean, that they respond to their delivery networks differently. That is to say, that they might see them as more strategic than before.’ (facilitator)

· The facilitator’s statement elicits reflection and understanding:
‘Okay, now I realize why they come so close [the customers]. That may be because we can go right to the core with our services. Like an organization providing training services we are involved in developing their core product.’ (Sarah, sales manager)
‘That is their core, that’s true. Their processes are founded upon our stuff.’ (Thomasina, owner-manager)
· The customer perspective presented in these dialoguing practices is indirect and mediated through the roles and interests of the partners taking part in the workshop. They recognize the importance of the customer perspective but do not introduce into the discussion real experiences gleaned from the customer encounters.

	
	



To sum up, we identified five dialoguing practices occurring in the strategy co-creation workshops: dialoguing about the customer, about who we are and what we do, about the utilization of varied experience and knowledge in customer cooperation, about the steps required in the future, and on the need for a customer perspective. The partners draw from these practices in the course of strategizing in workshops. Our results indicate the actors’ experiences and lifeworld have are eminently relevant to the dialogues taking place during co-strategizing. The different backgrounds of the actors become apparent when they discussed the productization of services and marketing, for example. Those varied backgrounds pose challenges to cooperation but also offer opportunities, because co-creative strategy work depends on being able to establish an understanding of others’ needs and of the concepts and issues relevant to them.


Discussion and conclusions

The current business environment has amplified the need to consider not only how to address consumer needs more perceptively but also how the firm’s partners are invited to participate in strategy creation practices. Dialoguing practices relating to joint value propositions and strategy have been studied surprisingly rarely. The current chapter primarily tackles this omission by considering this dialogue between the independent, partnering consultants from a social constructivist perspective. The aim of this chapter was to increase the understanding of the dialoguing practices relating to joint strategy building employed by the partners. The cases presented were particular and therefore the strategy-building practices that we were able to pinpoint are not necessarily generalizable. But although our examples are case specific, we believe that the ways in which strategy is jointly constructed based on different resources, roles, and experiences that the participants have, is common to many businesses (Kowalkowski et. al. 2012). We also believe that other organizations would benefit from a relational constructivist analysis of their strategy work.

Although there is a vast body of research on the tools and methods relating to strategy-making, and on how strategy work takes place and the role of the actors involved (Vaara & Whittington, 2012), there still is a need to increase understanding regarding strategy work especially in micro firms and between self-employed. Our cases illustrate the central role that co-creation and dialogue play in strategizing between the partners. Our analysis identifies dialoguing practices that the participants use during strategy workshops. The strategy work was based on dialoguing about the customer, who are the main important customers and the importance of knowing the customers. Traditionally this is considered a decision to be taken before the firm is established or in the early stages of developing a strategy (business plan) for the new venture. Our findings suggest that the dialogue concerning the (main) customer may be an important ongoing practice in co-strategizing. The dialoguing practice of who we are and what we do highlighted the varied expertise and experiences of the entrepreneurs. That variation can be both a challenge and an opportunity. The challenge is to reconcile the different expectations regarding cooperation, and the opportunities stem from finding new ways to integrate and use a range of expertise to open new commercial avenues. Here, it is possible to draw parallels with research focusing on organizational identity (Holmer-Nadesan, 1996), and the ways of constructing the identity (who we are) which are important.

Looking for ways to integrate resources in the form of knowledge and skills was emphasized in the dialogue about the utilization of varied experience and knowledge in customer cooperation. Thus, it is possible to understand co-strategizing as a highly effectual process (Sarasvathy, 2001) departing from who we are and what we can do as the basis of strategy. Our findings contribute by highlighting the dialogue and involvement of multiple partners in the dialogue. The examples presented in the chapter illustrated several occasions where different strategic options were discussed jointly between the partnering consultants and facilitators by surfacing and sharing assumptions, exploring underlying assumptions, and for developing common ground (Doz & Kosonen, 2010). Each participant utilized their personal and professional backgrounds and also their previous encounters with customers to formulate their opinions on opportunities, and that experience was clearly an element of the dialoguing practices observed. Inviting partners to a strategy meeting means that knowledgeable people are integrated into the practice of strategizing. Furthermore, ensuring people can participate in decision making and present their own ideas can help overcome the challenges that hinder the emergence of strategic ideas. In the context of professional services, the challenge of getting to know the customer and adopting a customer perspective was emphasized in the dialogue. These practices also highlight the fact that institutional elements, the business environment, the need to know the competition and to differentiate the firm from its competitors are essential parts of strategy co-creation, and each participant evaluates these elements based on his or her own experience and expertise. Therefore, the way in which the strategy was evolving in the dialogue could be viewed as an outcome of social construction. The findings also emphasize the agility, meaning that there is an opportunity to move to negotiating the steps required in the future. What Jarzabkowski and Balogun (2009) refer to as co-strategizing is about integrating varied expertise, expectations, and interests, and our findings confirm that integration flows from active dialogue and compromises made by the actors in strategic planning. The findings also indicate co-strategizing in micro firms is an iterative and ongoing process that needs time and space to develop in the midst of business as usual.

Dialogue is an essential element of co-creation (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004); if the participants are not willing to listen and learn and to question their own premises, it is hard to devise a strategy that everyone will happily commit to. Therefore, this study contributes to strategy-as-practice literature by highlighting the strategy work conducted between equal and independent consultants in a partnership. The contribution to co-creation stems from adopting the strategy-as-practice approach and focusing on how different forms of knowledge and expertise are integrated in the co-strategizing conducted by different actors. Theoretically this study draws from aspects of the entrepreneurship, marketing, and strategy literature.

Because this is a qualitative two-case study, the results cannot not be empirically generalized to other companies. Nevertheless, detailed data and analysis of the dialoguing practices can be transferable when studying strategy formation in other contexts. This chapter reports on a particular occurrence in a specific context and with data that represents a snapshot from strategy work, and it would be interesting to study strategizing longitudinally, with follow-up workshops organized for the case firms. Another interesting approach would also be to focus on the role of the materials used in strategy workshops (such as making picture collages, as in this study), doing so would focus attention on to material practices in strategizing (Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009) in the entrepreneurial context.

The practical importance of this analysis lies in providing insights for firms in relation to why and how co-strategizing can prove beneficial. Overall, firms should understand both the importance and complexity of strategizing and see co-creation and workshops as valuable tools in strategy work. A practical implication arises from the finding that it is important for small firms to find the time to organize a workshop or a meeting with important partners and to set aside time for ideating on the future, for exchanging experiences and customer narratives, and to look for new ways to utilize the varied expertise at their disposal, instead of being focused purely on conducting business as usual. Perhaps the most important aspect for the future of small firms is the determination of tangible steps and activities to advance strategy implementation and the awareness that such steps can be small and involve experimentation if appropriate.
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