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There is broad recognition that organizational life cannot be fully understood or managed 
through rationalist frameworks (Taylor and Hansen, 2005). Scholars across the social 
sciences, including human geography and cultural theory, have long acknowledged how 
sensory experience, emotion, affect and embodied practice shape organization (Clough and 
Halley, 2007; Parisi, 2013). Strategy studies are also beginning to understand how strategically 
significant phenomena –organizational routines, capabilities and identity, investment 
allocation and judgment, leadership, environmental adaptation– refuse to be confined to, 
and by, rational, logically structured analyses. There is an aesthetic aspect to all strategy –it 
is as much vision as it reason; as much inspiration as analysis (Mintzberg, Ahlstrand & 
Lampel, 2008); as much seduction as rationalizing with the dual poetry of iconic imageries 
and numbers (Kornberger and Clegg, 2011): emotions, feelings, intuitions, desires and 
instincts can all have strategically significant influence; the symbolic (Meyer et al., 2024) and 
material dimensions of organising (Rafaeli and Vilnai-Yavetz, 2004), alongside questions of 
purpose and structure across multiple human practices and fields (Fligstein and McAdam, 
2011), are all factors for which a successful strategic design must take account; the discursive, 
ecological and commercial forces to which organizations are adapting continually (e.g., 
lifestyle consumerism; global and digitized distribution networks or grids) are encountered in 
aesthetic terms. 

Organization theory is responding to this realization across multiple converging 
developments (Linstead and Höpfl, 2000): the rise of design thinking and innovation 
discourse that foregrounds creative and experiential dimensions of value creation (Elsbach 
and Stigliani, 2018); growing attention to materiality and the physical environments in which 
work unfolds (Gagliardi, 1990; Rafaeli and Pratt, 2013); and post-representational approaches 
that emphasize how knowing and organizing occur through sensory engagement rather than 
abstract cognition (Strati, 1999, 2019; Taylor and Ladkin, 2009). From studies of 
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organizational atmospheres and architectural spaces to analyses of craft work, branding 
practices, and the aesthetics of routine organizational artifacts (Stigliani and Ravasi, 2012), 
this scholarship has illuminated how aesthetic dimensions permeate organizational 
phenomena that were previously understood primarily through functional or instrumental 
lenses. 

Despite this flourishing interest, explicit engagement with aesthetics in relation to strategy 
and strategic management has, for the most part, remained surprisingly limited. 
Aesthetically-minded scholars have examined topics adjacent to strategy, such as 
organizational identity, sensemaking, and innovation (Dalpiaz et al., 2016; Ravasi and 
Phillips, 2011), with the strategic imperative toward creativity (Reckwitz, 2017), or with 
questions of strategic fit and evolution (such as discerning and following industry recipes 
(Spender, 1989), and seeking heuristic alignment with, or accommodation of, their broader 
setting (i.e., adaptation or ecological fit grounded in assumptions that life is a mimetic 
process of environmental conformity or deviance) (Ansoff, 1990; Chia and Holt, 2023). 
However, they have rarely focused explicitly on these being aesthetic considerations and 
experiences which are shaping the emergence and execution of organizational strategies. 
Conversely, mainstream strategy research has largely maintained its traditional emphasis on 
analytical frameworks, resource configurations, and performance metrics, with aesthetic 
dimensions remaining largely implicit or unexamined. Contributing to this mutual neglect 
may be an underlying assumption that strategy and aesthetics are, to some degree, 
incompatible: strategy is typically associated with rational planning and directing, while 
aesthetic experiences are commonly viewed as detached from practical concerns. 

This special issue is dedicated to addressing this oversight, and to explicitly investigating the 
aesthetic aspects of strategic theory and practice. Strategy, we suggest, is grounded in 
aesthetics in a number of ways that merit further exploration. We invite papers that 
investigate topics related to strategy and aesthetics, such as (but not limited to): 

The aesthetic qualities of strategy work: combining creative expression with analytical rigor; 
the coexistence of, and interplay between, poetics and reason (Rumelt, 2012; Whittington, 
2004). Aesthetically-infused experiences such as awe (Williams & Shepherd, 2025) hold 
interest in helping to understand how strategic organizations resist the disenchantment of 
strategy work through over-rationalization (Weber, 1946).  

Studies of strategy confronting cultural landscapes encouraging the production consumption of 
styles rather than goods, posing complex strategic identity choices across audiences with 
different stylistic preferences and evaluation criteria (Cattani et al., 2021). 

How the strategic organization of affective forces is often caught in a fundamental ambiguity 
between instrumental organization and unmanageable reorganization of experience (Ashcraft, 
2017; Beyes and De Cock, 2017). 
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Examinations of analogue and digital strategic devices and how these contribute to the 
performance of strategic styles. For example, studies of strategy work and strategizing 
(Whittington, 2003), whether formally in the boardroom (see e.g., the role of PowerPoint 
(Kaplan, 2011; Knight et al., 2018) or in informal organizing and strategizing contexts outside 
it, and online (e.g. through smartphones and the video conference) (Whyte et al., 2023). 

Investigations of the strategic appropriation of artistic activity. As noted by Andreas Reckwitz 
(2017), the avant-garde and other artistic fringe movements that appear to be diametrically 
opposed to corporate strategy have been selectively used by organizations seeking to 
constantly reinvent themselves to maximize profitability or simply survive in a market that 
values novelty and rarity. To tap into creativity, strategy workshops may deliberately draw 
from artistic practices and generate atmospheres that unsettle (Barry and Meisiek, 2010; Holt 
and Wiedner, 2024), as opposed to attempting to achieve harmony. 

Studies of organizational design and the formation of capabilities and identities that can be 
structured to elicit strategically significant commitments amongst stakeholders, and which extend 
to critical engagement with the instrumentality of these structures (Berlant, 2011; Endrissat and 
Islam, 2022). From the classic “M-form” crafted by a very visible corporate hand (Freeland, 
1996), to the fluid heuristic alignments of agile organizations, strategic theory has been 
interested in shapes, and the context of their alignments (vertical / horizontal etc.) with other 
such shapes: both deliberate and emergent (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). The aesthetic 
simplicity and elegance of verbalized or visualized projections in terms of neat, coherent, 
symmetrical organizational representations, mission statements and purpose declarations is 
both expected and seductive, despite such forms often bearing limited resemblance with 
reality (Liedtka, 2008; Mantere and Sillince, 2007). 

Inquiries of processual forming and formation. As process studies invoke vitalist and new 
materialist philosophy, they vaunt a life of fluxing, processual force above that of fixed 
entities: a metaphysics of substance yields to one of flow (Chia and MacKay, 2007; Tsoukas 
and Chia, 2002). Is the organization as a form even a possibility? If not, then to whom are 
strategists answerable? 

Engagements with the raw material of strategy: information. As Ciborra (2004) reminded us, 
information and data are intimate with appearance: they have a certain form, and as they in-
form organization, they shape it. Moreover, strategy draws on knowledge that is not only 
semantically and symbolically codified into numbers and text but appears in different 
aesthetic forms drawing on different senses (Ewenstein and Whyte, 2007). Strategy is not 
only argued; it is felt. It has a pre- and para-linguistic dimension. Like music (and art more 
generally), to be effective, strategy must resonate. Aesthetic judgments are shaped by 
aesthetic regimes that legitimize certain expressions and not others (Rancière, 2009). The 
prevalence of certain models in strategy documents, for example, is testimony to such a 
regime: imagine framing profit with anything other than an upward slanting plotted line, left 
to right?  
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Connecting strategy and temporality: through aesthetics, strategy (viscerally) connects with 
pasts and futures, forming them as narrative plots that are crafted to elicit specific feelings of 
progression, symbolic and communal attachments, and identities. The future cannot exist in 
any other space than the imaginative, and strategy essentially deals with the shape of things 
to come. Strategic time is fundamentally aesthetic (Barker, 2012). Clock and calendrical time 
are parsed into discrete, even, rhythmic representations that ground planning activity, the 
coordination of routines, the scheduling of commitments, and measurement and review of 
progress. Experiences of time are framed through strategically significant patterns such as 
the merger (or fragmentation) of future expectations, or the sedimentation of, and 
challenges to, organizational memory. Moreover, the temporal context is settled through 
local, regional or national histories which all organizational strategies can use as resources 
(Carloni et al., 2024), albeit ones that often have an unruly and multiple character. 
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