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The capacity for multinational enterprises (MNEs) to operate and adapt to fast changing 

and increasingly unpredictable environments can be considered a critical survival factor. 

In emerging industries or economies business firms tend to be confronted with significant 

resource limitations, challenging institutional environments sometimes marked by a high 

level of unpredictability, and in some cases, varied managerial techniques and new 

business models (Bloom et al., 2014; Gomes et al., 2015; Gustafsson et al., 2016).   

Strategic improvisation represents an important but under-researched pathway open to 

firms to tackle such settings. Firms improvise when they begin taking action before 

knowing its final design, or when action patterns are not fully planned in advance. Instead, 

the design and execution of novel actions converge in time and in execution (Cunha, 

Miner and Antonacopolou, 2017; Miner, Bassoff and Moorman, 2001). Strategic 

improvisation thus refers to improvising in ways that shape core organizational issues 

such as mission, goals, or survival (Baker et al., 2003; Crossan et al, Cunha et al., 2016). 

It is often accompanied by bricolage, or the use of existing resources in novel contexts 

(Baker and Nelson, 2005). Although prior work has discussed strategic improvisation, it 

remains a nascent literature, and has not addressed its relevance to international markets. 

At the same time, work on emerging markets has not systematically addressed the 

relevance of strategic improvisation as an impactful tool. This special issue calls for 

addressing these gaps in ways that advance both theory and practice.  

Strategic improvisation. 

Strategic improvisation has been hypothesized to unfold in several ways. A firm can 

improvise a specific strategic action such as merger, acquisition or product market choice 

(Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997; Gomes et al., 2011). It can take an unplanned action in 
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these domains, and design the new strategy on the fly (Baker, Miner and Eesley, 2003; 

Cunha, Miner and Antonacopolou, 2017).  A firm can also choose an enduring 

improvisational style of strategizing for multiple domains and seek to develop capabilities 

to improvise (Gong, Baker and Miner, 2005). In less obvious cases, a firm may make a 

tactical change to seize an unanticipated opportunity, which leads to an unplanned new 

strategic direction (Baker et al., 2003). In spite of these interesting observations, we lack 

fine-grained theory and evidence about precisely when such varied strategic 

improvisation approaches occur, and when they have value. How does the organization 

synthesize strategic intention and unexpected opportunity (Perry, 1991) without harmful 

drift?  

Scholars have proposed that improvisation in general can have a special value in turbulent 

contexts (Moorman and Miner, 1998; Brown and Eisenhardt, 1997). However, 

improvisation research lacks deep probes into its actual occurrence and its impact at the 

strategic level and in a cross-national context. Moorman and Miner (1998), for example, 

found that contextual uncertainty reversed a negative impact of improvisation on product 

design during distinct actions within product development. The emerging market context 

offers a vital opportunity to explore more nuanced differences between both origins and 

outcomes off strategic improvisation. For example, even mature MNEs has to adapt when 

plans are rendered inadequate by rapid environmental change. In other contexts 

institutional factors, including the general norms for organizational behaviours, trigger 

improvisation that is not only seen as legitimate, but also believed to be effective. 

Research in different geographies, including India (Capelli, Singh, Singh and Useem, 

2010) and Southern Europe (Aram and Walochik, 1996; Cunha, 2005) suggests that 

improvisation and bricolage vary across countries and is sometimes seen as a distinct 

capability. This raises important unresolved cross-country issues that should affect MNEs 

and indigenous firms’ prosperity in entering or operating in emerging international 

markets. The challenges of digitalization also prompt the need to improvise in blurred 

new market spaces.    

Emerging markets.  

Many authors have noted that institutional conditions, political instability and challenges 

in leadership in some emerging markets may create distinct conditions related to 

contextual turbulence. Lack of maturity may in fact result from political and institutional 

factors in developing countries, or disruptive technological innovations in developed 

economies and fast changing industries (Gomes et al., 2015; Gustafsson et al., 2016; 

Ozcan and Santos, 2015). Emerging market turbulence is thus represented here as related 

to geographical and technological factors. If the environment is turbulent and 

unpredictable and the organisation’s planning tools inadequate, strategic improvisation 

may potentially play a distinct role.  

Management and international business research has argued convincingly that MNEs 

need to demonstrate higher levels of strategic flexibility (Bock, Opsahl,  George and 

Gann, 2012; Sarala,  Cooper,  Junni and Tarba, 2014), agility (Cunha, Gomes, Mellahi, 



Miner, and Rego, forthcoming; Doz and Kosonen, 2010; Junni, Sarala, Tarba and Weber, 

2015; Weber and Tarba, 2014), ) and adaptability (Cunha, 2005; Carmeli and Sheaffer, 

2008; Carmeli, Jones and Binyamin, 2016). Strategic improvisation offers a potential tool 

to generate these organizational features. However we lack theory about exactly whether 

and how it will support valuable forms of each.  

Conceptually, strategic improvisation contrasts with the related concepts like Strategic 

Flexibility, considered as the capacity to operate in dynamic markets that require constant 

adaptations in strategies, and continuous reconfiguration and redeployment of resources 

(Sanchez, 1995), with Strategic Agility, understood as the “continuous redirection and/or 

reinvention of the core business without losing momentum” (Doz and Kosonen, 2008, p. 

14), and adaptability, defined as the ability to change or be changed to fit changed 

circumstances (Webster, 2017; Carmeli and Scheaffer, 2008). Current work on these 

constructs permits, although does not require, prior planning and to some degree honors 

strategic continuity in contrast with improvisation’s emphasis on unplanned novel action. 

Further, improvisation is a process. In contrast, flexibility, agility and adaptability are 

potential outcomes of firm processes. The relationship between the improvisation process 

and these feature outcomes represents one potential theoretical frontier invited by this 

special issue. 

Further, strategic improvisational skills may also tie to flexibility, agility and adaptability 

in nonobvious ways in the emerging markets context. Once improvisational skills have 

been developed, for example, related firm adaptability may become institutionalised and 

constitute a distinguishing feature of an industry or sector (see also Uzo and Mair, 2014).  

Recent evidence suggests that:  

(1) there is a clear difference between the way European and Indian MNEs adapt their 

practices and strategies when operating in distant and turbulent environments like 

Africa (Gomes et al., 2015). These issues affect European firms operating in 

emerging markets, as well as firms in emerging markets seeking to operate in 

developed markets. 

(2) There is a clear difference between operating in traditional or emerging digital 

global markets, with digitalization transforming practices and raising the need to 

respond in face of blurred boundaries (Nambisan, 2017).        

Overall, the strategic improvisation and the emerging markets literatures share a joint gap 

that this special issue will help fill, while advancing both theory and practice. Given the 

high levels of contextual challenges including organisational and environmental 

uncertainties, complexity and change in emerging economy contexts, the impact of 

strategic improvisation seems likely to be more pronounced than in the more mature 

environments.  

These focal issues apply to general competitive factors and to specific theories about 

strategic improvisation, flexibility, agility and adaptability as discussed above. Factors 

affecting European firms customers and emerging markets as well as firms in emerging 

digital markets and European customers and firms will all be especially appropriate 
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submissions. Issues related to firms from any region of the world will be broadly 

appropriate, including MNEs from emerging Eastern European (EU or non-EU) 

countries.  Studies investigating related boundary conditions (e.g. legal, institutional and 

competitive aspects) will be especially welcome. 

Topics may include but are not limited to the following: 

• How do managers cultivate effective strategic improvisation: Does this vary 

within in turbulent and volatile contexts such as emerging markets? 

• How are international business models and strategies shaped by the challenges of 

organizational strategic improvisation?  

• How valid are established business models for entering emerging digital markets? 

• How might indigenous forms of knowledge (such as ubuntu in Africa and guanxi 

in China) facilitate or impede strategic improvisation or its links to useful 

organisational flexibility, agility and/or adaptation? 

• How do factors such as culture and leadership impact the viability of 

organizational strategic improvisation? 

• Under what circumstances does strategic improvisation unfold? Does it manifest 

itself at the individual, team or organizational levels? Does international/digital 

context affect these issues?  

• To what extent can strategic improvisation serve as a means to reconcile or 

overcome competing institutional pressures? 

• Are smaller domestic firms, especially indigenous emerging market Born-

Globals, more capable of developing and benefiting from improvisation skills and 

strategic improvisation than large foreign MNEs? If so, why does this occur? 

• Do MNEs from emerging markets exhibit higher levels of strategic improvisation 

than those from developed markets? 

• What actions can managers in MNEs take and what type of behaviours can they 

foster in order to cultivate acceptable and appropriate levels of strategic 

improvisation? Does it necessarily link to organizational flexibility, agility, and  

adaptation, or can it have other value? 

• How may emerging markets MNEs use strategic improvisation to reinforce their 

core competencies?     

• How does firm strategic improvisation relate to other improvisational activity 

within the firm? Do the same factors influence the presence or outcome of both?  

We expect the call to contribute to the understanding of organizational improvisation in 

the context of emerging markets and contribute to our understanding of the challenges of 

managing in emerging market contexts. It will also potentially challenge conventional 

wisdom about the nature of international business models, and generate new theory that 

is pertinent to this very exciting research context.  

 

The timeline:  

Initial submission deadline: October 19, 2019. 



Making desk rejection decisions: November 16, 2019. 

Sending received papers for review (First Round):  November 18, 2019. 

Notifying the submitting authors regarding status of their paper: February 2, 2020. 

Revise & Resubmit (First Round) submission deadline:  April 10, 2020. 

Sending received papers for review (Second Round):  April 25, 2020. 

Notifying the submitting authors regarding the status of their paper: August 31, 2020. 

Revise & Resubmit (Second Round) submission deadline:  November 8, 2020. 

Notifying the authors regarding acceptance/rejection of their paper: February 8, 2021. 

 

All submissions should conform to EMR style guidelines: 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/10.1002/(ISSN)1740-

4762/homepage/ForAuthors.html  

 

References 

 

Aram, J.D. and Walochik, K. 1996. “Improvisation and the Spanish manager “. 

International Studies of Management and Organization, 26: 73-89.   

Baker,T., Miner A. and Eesley, D. 2003. “Improvising firms: bricolage, account giving 

and Improvisational competencies in the founding process “.  Research Policy, 

32: 255-276. 

Baker, T. and Nelson, R. 2005. “Creating something out of nothing: Resource 

construction through entrepreneurial bricolage “. Administrative Science 

Quarterly, 50: 329-366. 

Bock, A. J., Opsahl, T., George, G. and Gann, D. M. 2012. “The effects of culture and 

structure on strategic flexibility during business model innovation“. Journal of 

Management Studies, 49(2): 279-305. 

Bloom, N., Lemos, R., Sadun, R., Scur, D. and Van Reenen, J. 2014. “The new 

empirical economics of management“. CEPR, Discussion paper 10013. 

Brown, S. L. and Eisenhardt, KM.  1997. “The art of continuous change: Linking 

complexity theory and time-paced evolution in relentlessly shifting 

organizations“. Administrative Science Quarterly, 42: 1-34. 

Carmeli, A., Jones, C. D. and Binyamin, G. 2016. “The power of caring and generativity 

in building strategic adaptability“. Journal of Occupational and Organizational 

Psychology, 89(1): 46-72. 

Carmeli, A. and Sheaffer, Z. 2008. “How learning leadership and organizational 

learning from failures enhance perceived organizational capacity to adapt to the 

task environment“. The Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, 44(4): 468-489. 

Capelli, P., Singh, H., Singh, J. and Useem, M. 2010. The India way. Boston, MA: 

Harvard Business School Press. 

Crossan, M., Cunha, M. P. E., Vera, D. and Cunha, J. 2005. “Time and organizational 

improvisation“. Academy of Management Review, 30(1): 129-145. 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/10.1002/(ISSN)1740-4762/homepage/ForAuthors.html
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/10.1002/(ISSN)1740-4762/homepage/ForAuthors.html


Cunha, M.P. 2005. “Adopting or adapting? The tension between local and international 

mindsets in Portuguese management“. Journal of World Business, 40(2): 188-

202. 

Cunha, M.P., Cunha, J.V. and Kamoche, K. 1999. “Organizational improvisation: What, 

when, how and why“. International Journal of Management Reviews, 1(3): 

299-341. 

Cunha, M.P., Gomes, E., Mellahi, K., Miner, A. and Rego, A. (forthcoming). “Strategic 

agility through improvisational capabilities: Implications for a paradox-

sensitive HRM“. Human Resource Management Review. 

Cunha, M.P, Miner A.S. and Antonacopolou, E. 2017. Improvisation processes in 

organizations. In A. Langley & H. Tsoukas (Eds.), The Sage Handbook of 

Process Organization Studies, (pp. 559-573). Los Angeles, CA: Sage. 

Doz, Y.L and Kosonen, M. 2010. “Embedding strategic agility. Long Range Planning, 

43: 370-382. 

Gomes, E., Sahadev, S., Glaister, A. J. and Demirbag, M. 2015. “A comparison of 

international HRM practices by Indian and European MNEs: evidence from 

Africa “. The International Journal of Human Resource Management, 26(21): 

2676-2700. 

Gomes, E. Weber, Y., Brown, C. and Tarba, S. 2011. “Managing mergers, acquisitions 

and strategic alliances: Understanding the process“. Hampshire: Palgrave 

McMillan. 

Gong, Y., Baker, T., Miner, A. S. and Version, D. 2005. The dynamics of routines and 

capabilities in new firms. Academy of Management Annual Meeting (Vol. 

53706, p. 38). 

Gustafsson, R., Jääskeläinen, M., Maula, M. and Uotila, J. 2016. “Emergence of 

industries: A review and future directions “. International Journal of 

Management Reviews, 18: 28-50.  

Junni, P., Sarala, R., Tarba, S.Y. and Weber, Y. 2015. “Strategic agility in mergers and 

acquisitions “. British Journal of Management, 26: 596-616. 

Kamoche, K., Cunha, M.P. and Cunha, J.V. 2003. “Towards a theory of organizational 

improvisation: Looking beyond the jazz metaphor “. Journal of Management 

Studies, 40(8): 2023-2051. 

Moorman, C. and Miner, A.S. 1998. “The convergence between planning and execution: 

Improvisation in new product development “. Journal of Marketing, 62: 1-20. 

Mellahi, K., Demirbag, M. and Riddle, L. 2011. “Multinationals in the Middle East: 

Challenges and opportunities “. Journal of World Business, 46: 406-410. 

Nambisan, S. 2017. “Digital entrepreneurship: Toward a digital technology perspective 

of entrepreneurship “. Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, 41(6): 1029-1055.  

Ozcan, P. and Santos, F. M. 2015. “The market that never was: Turf wars and failed 

alliances in mobile payments“. Strategic Management Journal, 36: 1486–1512.  

 Perry, L. T. 1991. “Strategic improvising: How to formulate and implement competitive 

strategies in concert “. Organizational Dynamics, 19(4): 51-64. 

Sanchez, R. 1995. “Strategic flexibility in product competition “. Strategic Management 

Journal, 16: 135-159. 

Sarala, R.M., Cooper, C., Junni, P. and Tarba, S. 2016. “A socio-cultural perspective on 

knowledge transfer in mergers and acquisitions“. Journal of Management, 

              42: 1230-1249. 

Uzo, U. and Mair, J. 2014. “Source and patterns of organizational defiance of formal 

institutions: Insights from Nollywood, the Nigerian movie industry“. Strategic 

Entrepreneurship Journal, 8: 56-74.  



Vera, D., L Nemanich, S. Velez-Castrillon and Werner, S. 2016. “Knowledge-based and 

contextual factors associated with R&D teams’ Improvisation Capability “. 

Journal of Management, 42(7): 1874-1903. 

Weber, Y. and Tarba, S.Y. 2014. “Strategic agility: A state of the art “. California 

Management Review, 56(3): 5-12. 

Webster Dictionary. 2017. http://www.webster-dictionary.org/. 

 

 

Biographical notes: 

Miguel Pina e Cunha is the Amélia de Mello Foundation Professor of Leadership at 

Nova School of Business and Economics, Universidade Nova de Lisboa. He received his 

PhD from Tilburg University and is currently the president of Nova SBE’s faculty 

council. His research has been published in journals such as the Academy of Management 

Review, Journal of Management, Applied Psychology: An International Review, Human 

Relations, Journal of Applied Behavioral Science, Journal of Management Studies, 

Leadership Quarterly, Organization, and Organization Studies, among others. He 

published or edited several books, including “Organizational Improvisation” (co-edited 

with K. Kamoche and J.V. Cunha, Routledge, 2002), “Creating balance? International 

perspectives on the work-life integration of professionals” (co-edited with S. Kaiser,M.J. 

Ringlstetter, D.R. Eikhof, Springer, 2011) and “The virtues of leadership: Contemporary 

challenge for global managers” (with A. Rego and S. Clegg, Oxford University Press, 

2012).         

 

Anne Miner is an Emeritus Professor at the Wisconsin School of Business. Her 

publications tackle issues including organizational learning from failure, organizational 

improvisation, organizational adaptation, industry-level learning and technological 

evolution, and product development. Miner has served as associate editor of Management 

Science and of Organization Science, and served on the editorial boards of Administrative 

Science Quarterly, the American Sociological Review, Academy of Management Journal, 

Academy of Management Review, and Strategic Organization. She has published in 

Administrative Science Quarterly, the American Sociological Review, Academy of 

Management Journal, Academy of Management Review, Journal of Marketing Research, 

Organization Science, Research Policy, and the Strategic Management Journal, among 

other outlets. The Technology and Innovation division of the Academy of Management in 

2004 named her Scholar of the Year.  

 

Emanuel Gomes is an Associate Professor at Nova School of Business and Economics, 

Universidade Nova de Lisboa. His research interest is in the areas of M&A, strategic 

alliances, strategic renewal, strategic agility, product service innovation, 

microfoundations of strategy, and firm internationalisation, particularly in the African 

context. He is the author of various books, including Mergers, Acquisitions and Strategic 

Alliances, published by Palgrave Macmillan, and of several papers published in 

international refereed journals such as:  Journal of Organizational Behavior, Journal of 

World Business, Long Range Planning, Regional Studies, International Business Review, 

Management International Review, International Journal of Human Resource 

Management, International Marketing Review, Human Resource Management Review, 

R&D Management, Thunderbird International Business Review, Strategic Change, and 

others. He is part of the following research groups with a particular interest in the African 

http://www.webster-dictionary.org/


context: The Africa Research Group, NovaAfrica, and the Africa Academy of 

Management. 

 

Shlomo Y. Tarba is Chair (Full Professor) and former Head of Department of Strategy 

& International Business at the Business School, University of Birmingham, UK, and a 

Visiting Professor in Recanati Business School, Tel-Aviv University, Israel. His research 

interests include cross-border mergers and acquisitions resilience, agility, and 

organizational ambidexterity. Prof. Tarba is a member of the editorial boards of Journal 

of Management Studies, British Journal of Management, Human Resource Management 

(US, Wiley), and European Management Review. He has served as a guest-editor for the 

special issues at Journal of Organizational Behavior (US, Wiley), California 

Management Review, Human Resource Management (US, Wiley), British Journal of 

Management, and Management International Review. His research papers are 

published/forthcoming in journals such as Journal of Management (SAGE), Academy of 

Management Perspectives, California Management Review, Journal of Organizational 

Behavior, Human Relations, Human Resource Management (US, Wiley), British Journal 

of Management, Journal of World Business, Management International Review, 

International Business Review, Long Range Planning, International Journal of 

Production & Economics, and others. One of his papers has been selected and published 

in Best Paper Proceedings of the Academy of Management (USA) in 2006.   

 

 

Ken Kamoche is Professor of Human Resource Management and Organization Studies 

at the University of Nottingham where he also directs the Africa Research Group. Ken 

was educated at the University of Nairobi and Oxford University, where he earned a 

DPhil. He has previously worked as Professor at Nottingham Trent University, Associate 

Professor at City University of Hong Kong and Lecturer at Birmingham University. 

Ken’s research interests include knowledge appropriation, organisational improvisation, 

managing and organizing in emerging economies in particular Africa, and the Africa-Asia 

business nexus. His work has appeared in journals such as Human Relations, Journal of 

Management Studies, Organisation Studies, Work, Employment and Society, and the 

International Journal of Human Resource Management. Ken has also authored/co-edited 

five books, including Newenham-Kahindi, A., Kamoche, K., Chizema, A., & Mellahi, K. 

(2013) Effective People Management in Africa. Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan; and Kamoche, K., Y.A. Debra, F.M. Horwitz and G.N. Muuka (Eds) (2004) 

Managing Human Resources in Africa. London: Routledge; and Kamoche, K. Cunha M.P. 

and Cunha, J.V. (Eds) (2002) Organizational Improvisation. London: Routledge. 

Johanna Mair is Professor for Organization, Strategy and Leadership at the Hertie 

School of Governance in Berlin, Germany. Her research focuses on how novel 

organisational and institutional arrangements generate economic and social development. 

Mair is also the Distinguished Fellow at the Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil 

Society and Academic Editor of the Stanford Social Innovation Review. She is a Senior 

Research Fellow at Harvard Kennedy School and has held visiting positions at Harvard 

Business School and INSEAD. Her research is published in leading scholarly journals. 

She serves on the board of foundations and organisations and advises companies, 

governments and social impact investors on social innovation. Before earning her PhD in 

management from INSEAD, she was involved in executive decision-making in 

international banking. From 2001 to 2011, she was a member of the Strategic 

Management faculty at IESE Business School in Madrid. In 2008, the Aspen Institute 

recognised her as a "Faculty Pioneer" in Social Entrepreneurship Education. 



 

 

 

 

 


