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What is Strategic Management? - Understanding through Role-Play 

“What is Strategic Management?” This question has both theoretical and practical implications 

for the academic field of Strategic Management (SM). SM has long been understood as a young 

emerging discipline, whose consensual meaning is fragile, or lacking (Nag, Hambrick and 

Chen, 2007). The most consensual agreement among scholars of strategy is that it is an eclectic 

discipline that derives heavily from economic and sociological perspectives, which might be 

opposing at times, and therefore, is rich with its conflicts and dialectics. Strategy scholars 

implicitly understand that the identity of the field, by its very nature, is bound to be ambiguous 

and highly contestable as it shares boundaries with several well-established academic fields of 

management like Marketing, Organization Theory and so on (Hambrick, 1990, Spender, 2001). 

However, it is at the level of practice that the practitioners find themselves struggling to make 

sense of the field’s discriminatory features. It is understood that strategic decisions are typically 

made at the upper echelons of the organizations (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). This makes SM 

a top-down discipline, where both strategy formulation and strategy implementation is 

typically driven by the leaders of the organizations. This fact is important for two reasons. 

Firstly, strategic decisions are long term decisions that are made after carefully analysing the 

factors of the external environment as well as the internal environment of the organization in 

which it operates. Such a view within the organization as well as around it can be visualized, 

only from the top. Secondly, to ensure that the formulated strategies are correctly conveyed 

and implemented throughout the organization, the fiat control of leadership is required 

(Williamson, 1991).  

These factors translate into the need for students of strategy to be able to appreciate the multi-

dimensional nature of human beings and their complex social world, with an element of time 

in it. Students need to be able to view the world from the top, overseeing every stakeholder 

involved, with their vantage points, worldviews, and power (Andrews, 1971). They need to be 

aware of the strengths and weaknesses of the organization that they lead by realistically 

assessing the internal stakeholders of their organizations viz. their functional disciplines and 

departments, and their specialists and other employees. Simultaneously, these students of 

strategy have to be aware of the opportunities and threats presented by their external 

environment. They need to be able to pragmatically assess the position, dynamics of power, 

preferences and changing trends of external stakeholders. Moves and countermoves of all 

stakeholders, external and internal, are to be predicted for every strategic decision undertaken 

by the leaders of the organization. Strategy might have an intended component, but how it 

actually gets implemented largely depends on emergent strategy (Mintzberg, & Waters, 1985). 

Thus, tudents of strategy need to appreciate the value of slack and lag to cater to emergent 

components of the strategy that might result from such moves of stakeholders. The need for 

predictability of these moves is high for the leaders to be able to have better control over the 

future. Communications and engagement with stakeholders to understand their perspectives 

and be able to realign towards emergent strategy might be the key to understanding strategy 

for the students of SM. Therefore, some of the key learning objectives that are identified for 

students of strategy are that students must be able to grasp the bigger picture by integrating the 

requirements of all functional disciplines that they should have studied prior to undertaking 

SM as a capstone course. They should also be able to communicate well with all stakeholders. 

They should grasp the theories of SM and to apply them towards working in and managing 

teams towards the formulation and implementation of the strategy (Thomas, 1996).  

Traditionally, SM has been predisposed towards using the case study method as the dominant 

pedagogical tool. There are several important justifications for using the case method that has 
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been extensively discussed in literature. Case method has the propensity to fulfill all the 

learning objectives of students of SM; it has been lauded by strategy scholars like Summers et 

al (1990), Berger (1983), Osigweh (1989) and so on for its ability to capture complexity as well 

as thesimultaneous impact of multiple external and internal factors exerting their influence on 

organization (Thomas, 1998). However, case studies have been criticized for static perspective 

in having a snapshot view of the organization’s world at a point in time, and in analysing past 

events only, instead of developing skills to deal with dynamic environment having numerous 

emerging possibilities, over which the faculty or the students have little control, if any 

(Thomas, 1998). Argyris (1980) goes so far as accusing the pedagogy of case study as one that 

reduces learner's ability for effective generalization as case method might be providing only 

for single loop learning, with little focus, therein, to provide feedback to students towards 

crystallizing their learning in the double loop (Argyris, 1977). Argyris (1980) states that the 

case method might not facilitate learning that question the underlying values of the students or 

that questions the policies of their organizations. He states that case method inhibits such 

questioning due to high levels of controls that a case method faculty typically keeps on 

emerging discussions. Also, there are no liabilities or consequences of actions, prophesied by 

students, on themselves. Students are not hard-pressed with having to deliver results in real-

time during case analysis. Most case settings are in hindsight and the liability of a strategic 

decision going wrong is not with the students. Therefore, the pedagogy of case method often 

fails to let students have an insightful understanding of the complex position of the top 

management.  

 

In response to these criticisms of traditional case study method, several variants of case method 

have been in vogue in SM pedagogy; one of them is the use of role-plays in analysing cases, 

which was first adapted from the experiential method of role-plays into strategy pedagogy by 

Quastein and McAfee (1993). In this method, students (or groups of students) are given 

stakeholders’ roles like that of CEOs, Board, employees, competitors, government and so on 

for a few sessions, in which they embed themselves into the details of a case and play their 

roles in real-time with real payoffs. The steps taken by one stakeholder affects others in the 

game and they modify their moves and countermoves based on the emerging patterns. The 

faculty takes a facilitator’s position in this evolution to pitch in minimally to keep the ball 

rolling. In-class exercises and discussions sometimes might get charged up or unruly; it is at 

these times that faculty necessarily intervenes to give a sense of direction to the participants. 

The advantage of this method is that it allows for an emergent strategy to occur with little 

control espousing time element along with the complexity of case method, essentially obviating 

the problems of single loop learning in case method as hypothesized by Argyris (1980). The 

students grasp the bigger picture working and managing in teams in a spirit of real-time by 

integrating multiple perspectives, communicating with other stakeholders and getting 

immediate feedbacks of the action taken by them from other stakeholders.  

 

Several variants of the case method adapting role-play from games have been propagated in 

the pedagogy of SM (Thomas, 1998; Wolfe & Guth, 1975). Learning from functional 

disciplines like marketing and organization behaviour, which extensively use vignettes to bring 

students on a common platform to think and arrive at a basis for motivation or action by them, 

SM research is trying to use smaller cases or caselets to get students on the same platform. 

Simple cases are typically used by strategy faculty to teach several concepts, which need more 

clarity on a certain issue at hand, rather than long cases with a lot of redundant data. Typically, 

faculty agree that attention span of students of Gen Y is smaller these days and that they might 

even get demotivated with very long cases, which make little sense to them, especially when 

their experience with strategic positions in organizations are lacking (Sojka & Fish, 2008). 
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Also, the faculty has been experimenting with case method and game method and mixed 

methods. Raia (1966) used three groups that were studying strategy with one group pursuing 

the course via cases alone, while the second group was using a simple game and simple cases 

together to learn, and the third group was using a complex game with complex cases. He found 

no significant difference between learning outcomes. Raia concluded that games and cases 

combined, regardless of the levels of complexity of the games or cases, produced higher 

knowledge levels than were obtained when the course was taught with cases and readings.  

 

This case with role-play exercise has been designed for students of strategy with above-

mentioned learning objectives. It is given to students either at the beginning of the course with 

little understanding of the capstone course of strategy or it is given at the end of the strategy 

course to corroborate their learning of the course with the final question thereby, viz. what is 

strategic management? In this method, the students get one of the two caselets of 2-3 pages (as 

given in this article at the end) to read in class.  The class is divided into a set of important 8-

10 stakeholders and students undertake role-play for each stakeholder in a few sessions. The 

faculty allows a multi-stage game to emerge between them when their motivations, questions 

and moves and countermoves are recorded. The faculty might choose to make a short case 

herself instead of using one of the two caselets given in this article, provided the said 

organization in question is at cross-roads, where some important strategic decisions are to be 

taken. Over a few sessions, a theoretical saturation typically starts to emerge, at which time, 

the faculty calls off the game. After observing the entire dynamics of complex interplay 

between the stakeholders, the faculty asks for some basic driving questions that were 

motivating each of the stakeholders.  In this paper, we propose this innovative pedagogy to 

teach the overall understanding among students of strategy about what it is to be a top 

management actor taking strategic decisions and how does a world of strategy look like. Till 

date, I used this pedagogical tool in 10 classes. I asked their fundamental understanding of the 

subject by posing the question – What is Strategic Management? I report that students develop 

a very thick and intuitive understanding of what is strategy through this pedagogical tool. I also 

asked for their feedback on the method. I report that they showed high satisfaction on the same. 

In the end, the faculty debriefs the entire exercise, connects the dots, specifies how the game 

emerged tracing the steps. The faculty should also discuss how it has emerged in some other 

classes – essentially emphasizing that there is no one right or wrong way in SM; there are many 

possibilities, instead. Further, it pays to cumulatively upgrade one’s knowledge on the case in 

question in current time. The faculty might then display how in the actual world, the game 

emerged. A discourse on some fundamental theoretical tenets of strategy like those of vision, 

mission and strategy as a way of gaining shared understanding among stakeholders; strategy 

as a path to a certain goal; problems of path dependence along with generic strategy; 

importance of resources, cooperative and competitive advantage; external and internal 

environment and their fit; how to attempt organizational change and what SM means in a 

private, public or not-for-profit enterprise and so on, might be emphasized upon in that 

discourse.  

 

Following are the two short cases (caselets), not exceeding 3-4 pages each, which I use to draw 

out the learning objectives discussed earlier in this paper. First is the case of an entrepreneurial 

firm, Flipkart, which is known for creating the e-commerce industry in India. Starting from 

very modest beginnings, the firm grew at a phenomenal rate to become a company that was 

valued by Walmart at $20 Bn and by Amazon at $22.5 Bn in 2018 in their takeover bids 

respectively. In 2018, Walmart bought 77% equity in the firm for $16Bn defeating Amazon. 

Interestingly, about a year before Flipkart was funded for 21% equity by Softbank (that is the 

largest owner of rival e-com global leader, Alibaba),  Softbank had to exit on Walmart’s 



4 
 

acquisition. Interestingly, the global war, inter and intra rivalry between brick and mortar 

industry and e-commerce industry, entered India in a big way wherein Flipkart was the major 

target of each. Finally, it was just after this acquisition that a major non-market player, the 

Indian government, became active and put strong regulations to discourage the arbitrage 

advantage that Amazon and Flipkart were getting by playing through their nearly similar 

business models of the hybrid model in the garb of marketplace model. Not too long ago, in 

2014, where the case is set, Amazon had entered India after a failed bid to acquire Flipkart and 

had changed the market dynamics altogether in an industry that was already suffering hyper-

competition. Also, at that time most of the venture capitalists were unhappy with money-

guzzler profitless growth of Flipkart and other firms in the Industry. Further, the brick and 

mortar industry was badly affected by predatory pricing policies of the e-commerce industry 

and was representing their case extensively to the government with little returns on their efforts. 

It was at this time that the strategy game could have evolved in multiple ways that are to be 

explored in the role-play. On similar lines, the other small case of Russian state-owned 

enterprise (SOE) Petroleum giant, Gazprom, has been put forward in this article. Petroleum is 

a very interesting industry in the international business literature, wherein, governments are 

not only the regulator as in most other cases, rather the governments are the most important 

direct actors. A number of governments of the world own SOEs that operate in the petroleum 

sector and a number of geo-political moves and counter-moves by governments are dependent 

on these complex interplays between the owners viz. government and private parties, other 

governments that are buyers, SOE managements, competitors as in any commercial enterprise 

and the public at large. A very different set of perspective tends to develop in students about a 

number of these so-called non-market forces and their interests in a commercial enterprise 

when we use a case of an SOE in the petroleum industry. A faculty might decide to use a not-

for-profit case as well if the objective is to let students understand SM not only from a 

perspective of business school but rather encompassing a gamut of organizations.    
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CASE 1 

 

Flipkart: Hyper-competition in E-Commerce in 2014 

 

Flipkart, a start-up venture in 2007 was jointly owned two friends and ex- employees of 

Amazon, Mr. Binny Bansal and Mr. Sachin Bansal. It grew to be a billion dollar company in 6 

years. It is often credited for creating the markets for e-commerce retail business in India. It 

maintained consumer-centricity as its core strength. It made the average risk-averse, non-

credit card possessing Indian middle class participate in e-com retail through its innovative 

practices of inclusiveness like cash on delivery (CoD), free shipping, timely and assured 

delivery in 2-3 days, track order, deep discounts and 30 days returns guarantee and 

awareness campaigns. 

Competition in E-com Retail: However, Flipkart has been copied out in every possible way 

by hyper-competition in e-com retail. Even when they introduced customer hurting measures 

like minimum sales value for free shipping or employee hurting layovers, they were copied 

away. Entry barriers in the industry are low and one can start with a domain name for $10 and 

with a Paypal or Google checkout. 

Business Model of Flipkart:  Flipkart started with consignment model, wherein, procurement 

of goods happened from suppliers when demand was generated on their website. They changed 

it to Central Warehousing Model, eventually. Today, nearly 60-70 % deliveries happen 

through their in-house networks (13 central warehouses and over 40 distribution centers across 

2-Tier and 3-Tier cities). This model was essential in view of having a thorough control over 

delivery processes. They were building a new customer base by satisfying a new consumer 

need. Late or failed deliveries or poor quality of product, packaging or service itself, could 

happen if they followed the alternate Marketplace Model. The latter is dependent on seller’s 

capabilities. Marketplace model facilitates multiple sellers on same platform, and enables price 

and attribute comparison across sellers. Sellers were responsible for distribution. But, the same 

seller could post their products on different e-com websites and there could be duplicate 

demands. This could lead to delayed or failed deliveries. However, over time, Flipkart had 

moved on to accommodate more Marketplace Models in their operations and converting into 

hybrids. Partly, this was to tide over the regulatory requirement as Indian government deemed 

them foreign for being so registered. This was causing tensions in their internal operations. 

Consumer complaints had started to pile up and results showed negative returns. This forced 

them to reconsider transition. 

Also, they have had severe working capital issues. The central warehousing model had 

inventory holding time of about 30 to 60 days in warehousing. This translates in money going 

out faster than returning back to operations. CoD, returns guarantee and discounts have only 

added to perpetual working capital problems. Further, the central warehousing model had also 

grown very complex with phenomenal growth. It is failing to keep customer delight as the 

value proposition of Flipkart.  

Spectacular Growth:  Company grew from a modest $0.8 Mn sales and 20 employees in FY 

2008-09 to billion dollar sales and 20000 employees in just 6 years. They grew organically 

and inorganically and relentlessly built as many product categories as possible. For 

example, they acquired Weread to get into books category, Mime 360 and Chakpak.com for 

digital songs and movies and so on. However, they grappled with high employee turnover. 

Even their top management left in recent years forcing them for makeshift arrangements in the 

interim. But, while revenues soured, losses also soured. 

Funding for Growth:  Bansals relentlessly pursued profitless growth like Amazon, their ex-

employers. Venture Capitalists had funded Flipkart at various stages of growth (other VC 

funded players were Snapdeal, Jabong, Homeshop18, and Yebhi; Amazon and Ebay were a 
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subsidiary and Infibeam was owner funded). VCs had infused $ 550 Mn in Flipkart till date 

of which $200 Mn had been infused in 2013. However, VCs were getting wary of Indian e-

com retail market and the profitless growth strategy of Flipkart. Recently, 12th largest VC in 

world General Atlantic and others like Bain Capital refused funding Flipkart accusing them of 

having a “money guzzler” business model. The hyper-competition among various players and 

long gestation was hitting VCs hard. They calculated that Flipkart would breakeven at $2 Bn 

annual sales. Flipkart argued with VCs that Amazon also had fundamentals of profitless 

growth but VCs argued that this was not applicable to Flipkart as Amazon followed that 

strategy when there was dot.com burst and there was no competition. Questions were 

raised whether the same strategy was going to work for Flipkart. 

SEBI had put a restriction on initial public offering (IPO) for raising money by companies, 

which had not registered profits. VCs pressurized Flipkart to show profits by the end of 

2014. Ownership by Bansals (37%) was less than VCs (48%), leaving them with little elbow 

room to discuss potential deals with private equities or bring down company valuations etc. 

Entry of the Giant “Amazon” in India in 2013 and threat of Takeover:  Amazon, had tied 

up with Junglee.com to tide over the Indian Government Regulation of not allowing FDI in e-

com retail in owning retail chain components. Amazon employed Marketplace models, 

which it had since 2001, so it didn’t need to integrate with sellers in the value-chain. Amazon 

had deep pockets ($61 Bn Global Revenues in 2012) and Flipkart was an ideal takeover 

candidate with lots in common in thinking processes of the two companies. Amazon scaled 

up rapidly, entered into contract with Indian postal service for deep reach. It was known 

worldwide for its technology, reach, service quality and cheap cost. These are the similar 

qualities for which Flipkart is known for. Flipkart had 80% share in books and was a market 

leader in a segment that was the core-strength of Amazon as well. Flipkart was valued at $ 

1.5 Bn in 2013 when Amazon entered India. 

Overall Business Environment in India:  It is argued whether there is enough room for two 

large players in e-com retail in India. However, in China and Russia, the largest e-com retailers 

had survived Amazon. Further, online retail market was doubling every year allowing for 

oligopolistic market to exist. In June 2012, there were 13.7 Mn internet users or 11.4 % 

penetration. Total population below 30 years of age is more than half, who are active 

perpetrators of internet. It is estimated that e-com industry should reach $24 Bn by 2015 and 

that e-tailing is growing rapidly to reach $13.5Bn in 2017 overtaking online travel booking 

value. The internet penetration had only raised the fires and customers and repeat customers 

were setting a trend in big cities. The e-com retail fire had spread to semi-urban areas alongwith 

tier-3 cities actively participating. 

Government and Regulators:  Government was sitting tight on allowing FDI in retail. It 

seems less likely that ownership in retail value chains would be allowed. There are strong 

lobbies in both the farmers as well as entrenched businessmen like Kishore Biyani, who want 

their interests to be protected by the protectionist approaches of the government. Brick and 

mortar retail had already approached Competition Commission of India alleging that e-com 

retailers were selling below cost price, which was hampering their interests. Further, 

government was also watching that the hyper-competition was bleeding the e-com retail as 

well. However, the greatest beneficiaries were the citizens, the consumers, in the process. 

The Way Forward: Bansals were now cautious in relentlessly adding product categories and 

acquiring companies. They let go of music and white goods categories but focused on high 

returns fashion category instead. They were aggressive about protecting their value proposition. 

They were not showing signs of becoming a takeover target any soon. However, the overall 

business environment, the ever increasing demands of the consumers, the hyper-competitive 

moves of the other players and the intimidating stance of Amazon were forcing a rethink in 

their core. How should they steer Flipkart in given situations?  
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CASE-2 

Gazprom (World's Largest Natural Gas Extractor) 

 

Gazprom was created as a corporation in 1989 by the Soviet Ministry of Gas Industry. The 

company was later partly privatized through voucher sale, although the Russian government 

currently holds a majority stake. Gazprom possesses the largest gas transport system in the 

world, with approximately 158,200 kilometres of gas trunk lines and employs over 2 lakh 

employees. It is a vertically integrated company and dominates both its upstream and 

downstream activities. Other natural gas producers, such as Russia's second largest gas 

company Novatek (a publicly traded private major), are forced to use Gazprom's facilities for 

transmission and processing. The company has a number of subsidiaries in various industrial 

sectors, including finance, media and aviation, as well as majority stakes in various companies.  

 

History: From 1991 to 1998, Gazprom grew to become a major European player with little 

direct government intervention under the guardianship of the then PM of Russia, Mr. 

Chernomyrdin. However, there were accusations of tax evasion and asset stripping on 

Chernomyrdin. In 2000, President Putin fired Chemomyrdin and got many stripped assets back 

into the folds of the company. He publicly stated that Gazprom was a powerful political lever 

of the state and was a foundation of the country's energy security. Gazprom was saved from 

imminent dismemberment and privatization. It started on a course of strengthened state control, 

transparent management and major expansion, thereafter. Gazprom contributed 8Yo of 

Russia's ' GDP in 2011.  

 

Shareholding Pattern and Shareholder's Activism: Russia was recovering from political 

shocks of disintegration and adapting to capitalistic principles. Shareholding and shareholders' 

rights were not much understood by even the best judges in the courts as much. Minor 

shareholder abrogation continued unabated for much of the period from 1991-1998. The 

shareholding pattern then in l99l was such that there was no single trust that controlled a large 

chunk of shares. 40Yo shares were with trusts , lsyo with employees and 45%o was retained 

by the government. At this time Gazprom was led by Vyakhirev, who declared that he had no 

money to pay the debts or dividends. The relationships with the government also worsened. 

Some shareholder-activists like William Browder of Hermitage Capital decided to bring the 

real scheme of things in the company including asset stripping allegations out into open. He 

applied his own machinery to understand that the major part of Gazprom's assets (about 90%) 

were intact. So, the market valuation of Gazprom improved. Every time such shareholder 

activism occurred, Gazprom stood to gain. Global depository receipts were "raised and upto 

l0% foreign shareholding was allowed in the company, which normally traded at three times 

the rates of domestic shares.  

 

CEO Alexei Miller: A close aide of President Putin, Alexei Miller, who was then the Deputy 

Energy Minister, was called by Putin to replace Vyakhirev, who was fired on charges of 

corruption in 2001. The consequent rise of Gazprom as a key global player in succeeding 12 

years, when its market capitalization rose to 200-fold since its inception is credited to Mr. 

Miller for its astute management skills combined by his ability to get competitive advantage 

from the government. However, the closeness to government comes at a huge price of 

compromised autonomy. The closure of Ukraine deals in both 2006 and then 2009 at the behest 

of Russian Government is a case in the point.  

 

Government Involvement in Gazprom: After Putin came to power, he tightened the noose 

of many failing state owned enterprises, who had started to move away from the government 
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into the hands of management (many of whom made enormous personal profits of this wrested 

autonomy) or crony capitalism. In the process, he appointed Miller to head Gazprom. 

Government used Gazprom strategically. Price controls at home forced Gazprom to sell oil at 

20% of the price of gas it could charge in the Western Europe. Further, the old allies of the 

erstwhile USSR like Kazhakhistan, Lithuania,Latvia and so on, also got gas at dirt cheap prices 

from Gazprom. This ensured that they remained dependent on Russia for their energy needs. 

Profits were only generated through sales in the Western Europe. For example, Germany was 

about 40Yo dependent on Gazprom and so was Italy. However, the Wester European countries 

voiced strong resentment against differential pricing strategy of Gazprom. Nevertheless, 

government ownership directly benefitted Gazprom. It was allowed to have the best of gas-

fields directly from government and also have a private military force to safeguard them. Due 

to good bilateral relations with erstwhile USSR allids, it got very cheap gas input, which it 

could sell to Western Europe markets at hefty premium.  

 

Ukaraine Crisis of 2006 and 2009: Critics have accused Gazprom of eschewing market 

principles in favor of the foreign policy priorities of the Russian government, ever since the 

energy giant cut off the supply to Ukraine in January of 2006. The purported motive for the 

decision, however, seems to indicate the opposite: the company claimed that it had no other 

choice because the sides failed to conclude a contract on the terms of future trade. Though, the 

disruption was short-lived in 2006, Western European countries were alarmed at the 

indiscretion of the corporation towards any country. They were also concerned since Ukraine 

gave the passage for Gazprom's huge. Pipelines into many of these countries. Not learning 

lessons from 2006 crisis, gas supply was once again disrupted in 2009 citing similar reasons of 

non-payment and renegotiation of prices the part of Ukraine. A furore from investors and 

Western Europe ensued. Every such action on part of Gazprom had dark clouds on its future 

horizon.  

 

The Wav Forward: ln 2012, Gazprom was widely believed to be on the verge of a steep 

decline. It had witnessed meteoric growth from its early days as an experiment in privatization 

of oil and gas following the rapid break-up of the Soviet Union. The growth strategies that the 

company followed, which included unrelated diversification as far as in the areas of media, its 

global aspirations, and the impact of its political lineage were all proving costly to the company. 

However, the overall business environment, the Western Europe customers, the ever increasing 

demands of the government and people, the internal operations and so on was forcing a rethink 

in their core. How should Miller steer Gazprom in given situations? 
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