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Strategy education has faced enduring criticism over the last decades. Experiential approaches like
problem-based learning offer a promising pathway for strategy education by immersing students in
the ambiguities of strategy work. Following Merton, we argue that experiential learning in higher
education is not just about the acquisition of knowledge and skills, but ultimately about inhabiting
new professional roles. In this sense, the strategy classroom becomes a site of transition: students
learn not only about strategy and its analysis, but what it feels like to act as a strategist. This paper
examines how ambiguity in problem-based strategy education shapes students’ role transitioning and
learning outcomes. Drawing on qualitative data from a post-graduate strategy course, we find that
students experienced a sequence of unfolding ambiguity types (‘entry ambiguity’, ‘content ambigu-
ity’ and ‘outcome ambiguity’) that closely mirror the ambiguities of real-world strategy work. The
interplay between students’ ambiguity experiences and their responses fostered a strong sense of the
strategist role by the end of the course. This process was supported by evolving forms of peer collab-
oration and mentor interventions. We incorporate these findings into a conceptual model, contribute

to strategy education literature and offer practical implications for strategy pedagogy.

Introduction

Ambiguity is widely recognized as a central feature
of strategy work (Cappellaro, Compagni and Vaara,
2021). While ambiguity may be created deliberately
to accommodate multiple interests in strategy (Jalo-
nen, Schildt and Vaara, 2018), it is also manifest in
the inherent uncertainty and complexity of strategic
and organizational decision-making (March, 1978).
Additionally, ambiguity arises due to the elusive na-
ture of the strategy role itself (Whittington, 2019).
Unlike other organizational roles, such as accountants
or marketers, strategy often lacks clear role expecta-
tions that would help actors to learn ‘the ropes’ of
strategy-making (Plotnikova, Brielmaier and Friesl,
2025). While strategy literature has extensively explored
how ambiguity shapes strategy practice, its role and
implications for strategy education have received rel-
atively limited attention (Bell e al, 2018; Grant and
Baden-Fuller, 2018).

Over the years, there have been enduring calls to
innovate the curriculum and pedagogy in management
and strategy education (e.g. Christopher, Laasch and
Roberts, 2017; Dent and Fearon, 2025; Mason et al.,
2024). This prompted pedagogical innovations like
design thinking (Schumacher and Mayer, 2018), gam-
ification (Schobel, Janson and Leimeister, 2023) and
others, alongside the traditional case method (Chris-
tensen and Carlile, 2009). A common theme in these
calls is that strategy education should authentically mir-
ror strategy practice, emphasizing experiential learning
over abstract analytical exercises (e.g. Dean, Wright and
Forray, 2020; Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2018). Such ex-
periential learning is important, because university-level
education is not only about acquiring knowledge and
analytical capabilities but also about identity formation.
As Sturdy et al. (2006, p. 851) note, it involves the ‘adop-
tion and enactment of the identity as managers’. In this
sense, universities offer spaces where students begin to
inhabit professional roles; they become accountants,
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physicians or, indeed, strategists (Merton, 1957; Reinsch
et al.,2023). The strategy classroom thus becomes a site
of transition: students learn not only about strategy and
its analysis, but what it feels like to act as a strategist.

Therefore, for strategy education to effectively facil-
itate such role transitions, it must expose students to
the very ambiguity that characterizes strategy work.
One particularly promising format for enabling this is
problem-based learning (PBL), which confronts stu-
dents with real-world strategic problems (Mauri and
Neiva de Figueiredo, 2025; Ungaretti et al., 2015). In
PBL, students work in self-directed groups to tackle
complex and ambiguous problems, with the lecturer
facilitating rather than prescribing the content and
process (Savery, 2015). Yet, while experiential formats
like PBL aim to place students in realistic strategic sit-
uations and enable transitioning into the strategist role,
we still know little about how ambiguity shapes this
process. This is all the more important given that strat-
egy education in the modern business school is expected
to help students manoeuvre the complexities and para-
doxes inherent in strategy-making (Bell ez al., 2018).
Based on these arguments, we ask: ‘How do students
experience ambiguity in problem-based strategy educa-
tion? How does ambiguity impact students’ transitions
into a strategist role and their learning outcomes?’

To address these research questions, we draw upon
extensive qualitative data from two iterations of a
problem-based, post-graduate corporate strategy
course, designed to resemble strategy practice. In
this course, students worked in teams to formulate
strategies at the business unit and corporate level. Em-
ploying a longitudinal design (Langley, 1999), we trace
the experiences of 13 students at different points in time
as they transitioned into a strategist role throughout
the course. Based on our analysis, we develop a process
model that explains how students navigate ambiguity as
part of this role transitioning. We find that students ex-
perienced a sequence of ambiguity types (entry, content
and outcome ambiguity) each of which incorporates
different elements of the core ambiguities in real-world
strategy work. Students responded to these ambiguities
by actively working through them. This process was
supported by evolving forms of peer collaboration and
mentor interventions, which shifted in function and fo-
cus as students increasingly inhabited the strategist role.
Our analysis suggests that this engagement with am-
biguity over time has important role-level implications
(role readiness, role effectiveness and role confidence).
We demonstrate that this process enabled two strategic
learning outcomes: ‘critical strategic thinking’ and
‘resilience in ambiguity of strategy’.

Our paper makes two main theoretical contributions
to the literature on strategy education. First, we offer
a dynamic perspective on how students experience and
navigate ambiguity in experiential strategy education.

C. Brielmaier, I. Dittmar and M. Fries]

Instead of treating ambiguity as monolithic in the
learning process (e.g. Crosina et al., 2024; Ungaretti
et al., 2015), we identify and unpack different types of
ambiguity and show how each of them shapes learning
in distinct ways. These types of ambiguity closely mir-
ror the core ambiguities found in real-world strategy
work, making PBL approaches particularly well-suited
to preparing students for strategic practice. Second, our
study advances strategy education research by showing
how ambiguity can be purposefully used as a powerful
pedagogical tool. While previous research has em-
phasized that strategy education should help students
learn to deal with ambiguity, it has rarely addressed
how this can be achieved in practice (e.g. Bell ez al.,
2018; Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2018). We show that
navigating ambiguity contributes to two key learning
outcomes: ‘critical strategic thinking’ and ‘resilience
in ambiguity of strategy’. Achieving these outcomes
requires an evolving role of the lecturer who must shift
from providing psychological safety early on to offering
contingency-reducing guidance.

Theoretical background
Ambiguity: A key characteristic of strategy work

Strategy research widely emphasizes ambiguity as a
central feature of strategy practice (e.g. Cappellaro,
Compagni and Vaara, 2021; Knight ez al., 2025). Am-
biguity is broadly defined as ‘a lack of clarity regarding
a phenomenon or situation’, implying ‘the presence of
multiple, even conflicting, interpretations of the same
phenomenon’ (Cappellaro et al., 2023, p. 1). Building
on recent conceptualizations (Cappellaro et al., 2023),
three complementary forms of ambiguity in strategy
can be distinguished: strategic, intrinsic and role-related
ambiguity.

The strategic perspective illuminates how ambiguity
is purposefully used within organizations as a form
of communicative strategic action (Eisenberg, 1984;
Sillince, Jarzabkowski and Shaw, 2012). Ambiguity
around strategic concepts can legitimize change by
appealing to diverse stakeholders, but may later com-
plicate implementation (Abdallah and Langley, 2014;
Jalonen, Schildt and Vaara, 2018).

Rather than being deliberately constructed, intrin-
sic ambiguity arises due to the inherent uncertainty
and complexity of strategic decision-making (March,
1978, 1994). It emerges from incomplete or conflicting
information (Gavetti and Rivkin, 2007) unclear or com-
peting goals (Levinthal and Rerup, 2021), or difficulties
in interpreting dynamic market environments (Vuori
and Tushman, 2024).

Finally, role-related ambiguity is distinct from, yet
connected to, the ambiguity arising from the intrinsic
conditions of strategic decision-making. It concerns
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the ambiguous nature of the strategist role itself (Plot-
nikova, Brielmaier and Friesl, 2025; Whittington,
Cailluet and Yakis-Douglas, 2011). Unlike readily rec-
ognizable roles, such as those of a priest or surgeon
(Abbott, 1988), strategy work is ill-defined. It lacks
widely shared expectations of how a strategist role is
supposed be performed (Mantere and Whittington,
2021; Whittington, 2019). Consequently, it is challeng-
ing for individuals to enter and learn how to enact the
strategist role (Plotnikova, Brielmaier and Friesl, 2025).

Despite its centrality in practice, ambiguity remains
underexplored and underappreciated in strategy ed-
ucation (Bell et al., 2018). Classic strategy education
has predominantly followed an analytic path. For in-
stance, Porter (1980) emphasized strategic analyses as
the cornerstone of strategy education, as they would
help future managers comprehend complex strategic
situations (Grant, 2008, 2021). Historically, case studies
formed the foundation of such strategy education,
offering a structured way to explore strategic problems
and facilitate strategic analysis (Albert and Grzeda,
2015; Christensen and Carlile, 2009).

While analytical approaches are still widely used
across business schools, and for good reason, they
have also attracted sustained criticism (e.g. Anderson
et al., 2018; Hrenyk and Salmon, 2024). Critiques
converge on a shared concern: The focus on strategic
analysis, often based on ‘homogenized’ case studies,
does not authentically resemble strategy practice. These
approaches would overlook social dynamics that shape
strategy work (Anderson et al., 2025; Jarzabkowski and
Whittington, 2008) and promote a narrow, shareholder-
oriented perspective that sidelines societal considera-
tions and the complexities they introduce (Bridgman,
Cummings and McLaughlin, 2016; Edwards and
Kiipers, 2024). As a result, such approaches to strategy
education risk presenting students with a rather ‘sterile’
view of strategy and its role (e.g. Albert and Grzeda,
2015; Dent and Fearon, 2025; Mintzberg, 2004). And
indeed, while analytical approaches such as the case
study method allow students to experience some form
of intrinsic ambiguity like incomplete or conflicting
information, they do little to expose learners to strategic
or role-related ambiguity.

In response, there have been repeated calls to innovate
management and strategy education and better prepare
students for their future roles (Christopher, Laasch and
Roberts, 2017; Mason et al., 2024). But how might such
a pedagogical approach look like?

Ambiguity and role transitions in problem-based strategy
education

Experiential approaches offer a promising pathway for
management and strategy education (e.g. Dean, Wright
and Forray, 2020; Garvin, 2007, Grant and Baden-
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Fuller, 2018). Following Merton (1957), we argue that
experiential learning in higher education is not just
about the acquisition of knowledge and skills, but ulti-
mately about transitioning into new professional roles.
For instance, by studying medicine, students begin to
become physicians (Reinsch et al., 2023). Similarly, by
engaging with ‘strategy’ as a distinct form of managerial
work, students begin to take on the role of strategists;
they learn not only what strategists do, but what it feels
like to be one (Mantere and Whittington, 2021). Em-
pirical research on management education, particularly
in the context of MBA programs, supports this view:
students engage in identity work and begin to inhabit
managerial roles (e.g. Sturdy et al, 2006; Warhurst,
2011). For this transition to occur meaningfully, strat-
egy education must reflect the core characteristics of
strategy practice. Since ambiguity is a defining feature
of strategy work, engaging with it becomes critical to
inhabiting the strategist role.

Among other experiential learning approaches like
design thinking (Schumacher and Mayer, 2018) and
action learning (Brook and Pedler, 2020), PBL has
been recognized suitable for management and strategy
education (Ungaretti et al., 2015). Rooted in Dewey’s
pragmatist pedagogy (Thomassen and Jergensen,
2021), PBL confronts students with complex and ill-
structured real-world problems and empowers them to
take a self-directed role in finding solutions (Barrows,
1996; Savery, 2015). The PBL learning cycle begins with
a problem, followed by collaborative problem-solving
and concludes with presenting and reflecting on the
solution (Hmelo-Silver, 2004). In strategy education,
ambiguity in its different forms—strategic, intrinsic and
role-related ambiguity—is likely to be integral to this
process. Students encounter strategic ambiguity when
they develop shared solutions without a unified under-
standing of what the strategy should achieve, requiring
them to actively reconcile multiple interpretations (e.g.
Awati and Nikolova, 2022). They face intrinsic am-
biguity in the inevitable messiness of gathering and
evaluating the ‘right’ information amid incomplete data
(e.g. Cho and Cho and Cho et al., 2021). At the same
time, they experience role-related ambiguity as they
step into the strategist role, without clear expectations
how a strategist should act (e.g. Plotnikova, Brielmaier
and Friesl, 2025). In mirroring the conditions of real-
world strategy, PBL enables role transitioning: it helps
students move from learning about strategy to learning
how to be a strategist.

Although increasingly used experiential approaches
such as PBL are designed to resemble strategy practice
and engage students in enacting the strategist role, we
know little about how they experience the ambiguity
inherent in this process and how it shapes their tran-
sitioning into this role. Based on these arguments, we
ask the following research questions: ‘How do students
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experience ambiguity in problem-based strategy educa-
tion? How does ambiguity impact students’ transitions
into a strategist role and their learning outcomes?’

Methodology

We drew on a qualitative longitudinal design based on
a master-level elective strategy course at a German uni-
versity (Langley, 1999; Langley et al., 2013) to explore
how students experience ambiguity in problem-based
strategy education and how it shapes their transition
into a strategist role over time. The course was designed
based on PBL principles (Ungaretti ez al, 2015). In
line with our longitudinal design and prior work in
management education that traces individual learn-
ing experiences and their dynamics over time (e.g.
O’Flanagan and Jester, 2025; Petriglieri, Wood and
Petriglieri, 2011), we closely followed 13 students across
2 course iterations during the summer semesters of
2023 and 2024. Our research design is well-suited for
theory building. As Ozcan, Han and Graebner (2017)
emphasize, longitudinal approaches with key infor-
mants are particularly powerful for theorizing when
they provide access to underexplored phenomena. Our
exploration of students’ experiences over time promises
novel insights into experiential learning processes that
have received limited attention in strategy education.

Research context: Strategy course design and structure

The strategy course was co-developed with an education
expert and two senior managers to reflect the complexity
of real-world strategy work. Both managers confirmed
that it closely mirrored strategic practices in their orga-
nizations. Development was further supported by fund-
ing from the German government for innovations in
higher education. This funding initiative promotes novel
and authentic approaches to strategy teaching aimed at
better preparing students for future roles as strategists
and managers. In the course, students represent the top
managers of a company (key business units and corpo-
rate parent). As deliverable, students are tasked to solve
the strategic problem of developing a new strategy that
would be comprised of strategies for each business unit
and a unifying corporate-level strategy. The first itera-
tion focused on Bayer AG, the second on Volkswagen
Group, both facing substantial strategic challenges.
Rather than drawing on lectures, PBL was enacted
as a role-play format over about 8 weeks. The course
content and outcomes were developed by the students.
While students self-organized and were responsible
for their contributions, they were still guided by pre-
determined milestones and received advice from the
lecturer. These milestones were enacted as ‘press con-
ferences’, in which students collaboratively discussed

C. Brielmaier, I. Dittmar and M. Fries]

their progress. Throughout the process, the lecturer
assumed different roles. He acted as a consultant, giv-
ing advice wherever needed. This role was assumed
during fixed sessions where all teams worked on their
strategies in the classroom and in several pre-defined
feedback meetings with the teams. Furthermore, during
the press conferences mentioned above, he assumed the
role of the business press, asking critical but guiding
questions. These press conferences were summarized by
the lecturer in weekly ‘newspaper’ articles that reflected
on students’ progress. Finally, to capture their learning
process, students were asked to keep a voluntary diary,
which should form the basis for the second piece of
assessment; an individual reflective essay.

Data collection

The study and its data collection were conducted in
accordance with the ethical principles outlined in the
Declaration of Helsinki. Participation in the inter-
views and focus group was fully voluntary and based
on informed consent. To avoid conflicts of interest,
interviews were conducted by members of the research
team who were not responsible for grading or delivering
the course. We had access to a broad range of course-
related materials, including introductory presentations,
students’ final presentations, reflective essays and 13
voluntary student diaries. For the purpose of this study,
the exploration of how individual students experience
and navigate ambiguity in problem-based strategy
education, we focused on two key data sources:

Semi-structured interviews. The main data source of
this paper is N = 47 in-depth semi-structured interviews
at four different points in time. In total, 13 students
of both iterations of the course participated in this
study. This represents ~30% of all enrolled students (45
students across both years). We aimed for a balanced
sample in terms of age and gender. The average age
of all course participants was 25 years, which matched
the average age of the interviewed students. Among all
course participants, 60% identified as female and 40%
as male; among the interviewees, the gender distribution
was 54% female and 46% male. All interviews except
one (and the focus group, see below) were conducted in
German. To ensure accuracy, the translation of selected
quotes was carefully cross-checked by the first and
second authors.

As the course structure and design remained consis-
tent, the interview guides were similar but also evolved
across the two iterations. Interviews in the first itera-
tion (four students) were exploratory and provided a
foundation for refining and expanding the questions in
the second course iteration (nine students). Specifically,
the second iteration placed greater emphasis on how
students were able to deal with the ambiguity they
encountered.
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Table 1. Overview about conducted student interviews

50f 20

Student Course term Interviews Date of interview
S1 Summer semester 2024 Interview 1 May 2024
Interview 2 June 2024
Interview 3 July 2024
Interview 4 Aug. 2024
S2 Summer semester 2024 Interview 1 April 2024
Interview 2 June 2024
Interview 3 July 2024
Interview 4 Aug. 2024
S3 Summer semester 2024 Interview 1 April 2024
Interview 2 June 2024
Interview 3 July 2024
Interview 4 Aug. 2024
S4 Summer semester 2024 Interview 1 May 2024
Interview 2 June 2024
Interview 3 July 2024
Interview 4 Aug. 2024
S5 Summer semester 2024 Interview 1 April 2024
Interview 2 June 2024
Interview 3 July 2024
S6 Summer semester 2024 Interview 1 April 2024
Interview 2 June 2024
Interview 3 July 2024
S7 Summer semester 2024 Interview 1 May 2024
Interview 2 June 2024
Interview 3 July 2024
Interview 4 Aug. 2024
S8 Summer semester 2024 Interview 1 April 2024
Interview 2 June 2024
Interview 3 July 2024
Interview 4 Aug. 2024
S9 Summer semester 2024 Interview 1 May 2024
Interview 2 June 2024
Interview 3 July 2024
Interview 4 Aug. 2024
S10 Summer semester 2023 Interview 1 April 2023
Interview 2 June 2023
S11 Summer semester 2023 Interview 1 April 2023
Interview 2 June 2023
Interview 3 Aug. 2023
Interview 4 Nov. 2023
S12 Summer semester 2023 Interview 1 April 2023
Interview 2 June 2023
Interview 3 Nov. 2023
S13 Summer semester 2023 Interview 1 April 2023
Interview 2 June 2023
Interview 3 Aug. 2023
Interview 4 Dez. 2023

% 47 Interviews

In line with the principles of longitudinal qualitative
research (Langley et al, 2013), interviews were con-
ducted at different key stages of the course (see Table 1).
The initial interviews were conducted at the beginning
of the course (end of April). Within these interviews,
we investigated the students’ expectations, concerns and
initial thoughts about the course. To gain deeper insights
as the course unfolded, we conducted another round of
interviews in the middle of the semester (beginning of
June). Further interviews were conducted at the end of

the semester, just before or shortly after the final presen-
tations. Some students asked to conduct the interviews
after the presentation due to the workload they faced
(beginning of August). The final reflective interviews
were all collected after the course was completed.
Focus group. To explore the resonance and robustness
of our findings and conceptual model (Figure 1), we
conducted a 1-hour focus group in June 2025 with three
students from the second course iteration who had not
participated in interviews. After informed consent, the
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Figure 1. A process model of ambiguity and role transitioning in problem-based strategy education

discussion was structured in two parts: reflections on
the course experience (e.g. realism, ambiguity types)
and critical engagement with our conceptual model.

Data analysis

To develop new theory in problem-based strategy educa-
tion, our analysis unfolded through the constant inter-
play of inductive as well as deductive forms of analysis
(Shepherd and Sutcliffe, 2011). Tables 2 and 3 provide
supporting evidence for all conceptual second-order
themes. Our analysis followed six interrelated steps:
First, we compiled student-specific, chronological
data sets based on all data sources (Langley, 1999). We
chose to focus on the second iteration of the course,
while the first iteration served to ensure the trustworthi-
ness of our analysis (see step 5). The first two authors
immersed themselves in the interview data and openly
coded the data (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Early
on, two strands of themes emerged: on the one hand,
ambiguity played a key role in students’ learning expe-
rience, and on the other hand, the learning experience
seemed to take the form of a role transition. The former
was evident in first-order descriptive themes such as
‘excitement and insecurity about students’ active role’
or ‘ambiguity regarding the correct use of informa-
tion’, while the latter appeared in themes like ‘initial
engagement with strategy tools’ or ‘lack of confidence
in performing strategy tasks’. Based on these early
insights, we engaged with the literature on ambiguity in
strategy yet also with research on role transitions.

Second, we re-engaged with the empirical material
but now our analysis was informed by existing notions
of ambiguity (Cappellaro et al., 2023) as well as role-
transitions (Ashforth, 2001). We organized first-order
themes chronologically, corresponding to the timing of
the interviews. Comparing themes within and across
different points in time, we observed that the focus
of ambiguity shifted significantly over the course.
In several iterations, we assigned abstract theoretical
second-order codes that capture the essence of similar
first-order descriptive themes (Miles and Huberman,
1994), leading to three evolving types of ambiguity:
‘entry ambiguity’, ‘content ambiguity’ and ‘outcome
ambiguity’. Moreover, we also examined how students
dealt with these types of ambiguity, following a similar
open-coding approach. Emerging themes included
‘drawing on prior work experience’ or ‘perceived safety
due to lecturer’s support’. Comparing these themes
within and across the different points in time, we iden-
tified patterns and labelled the second-order conceptual
themes as ‘responses’. These include ‘safety-focused
mentor intervention’ and ‘contingency-focused mentor
intervention’.

Third, informed by existing role theory concepts,
such as ‘role entry’ and ‘role performance’(Ashforth,
2001; Plotnikova, Brielmaier and Friesl, 2025), we
examined how the identified responses shaped students’
progression in their role transition. We realized that
the responses identified in step 2 had different effects
at different points in time. While initial responses en-

© 2026 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of

Management.

d ‘€ ‘9T0T 1SS8LIYT

//:5diy wouy papeoy

5U0017] SO0 aANEa1) [quardde ayy £q PaLLIOAOS A1k SA[ONIE YO 98N JO SA[NI 10§ ATRIQIT AUIUQ) AD[IA UO (SUOTIPUOD-PUE-SLI,/W0d* K[ ATeiqiout|uoy/:sdiy) SUOnIpUOs) pue suwa ] oy 39 [9702/L0/60] U0 AIe1qrT autjuQ) Ao[1Ay ‘BI0qUIBE YOUIONQIGSIBISIOAN £Q 6£00L"1SSS-LOb1/1 1 11°01/10p/ oo Kot Aeiqour



14678551, 2026, 3, D

7 of 20

ded from I y.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-8551.70079 by Univer:

SSOUAI}OJJO 9O SI[qRUD UOTJUSAIIUL
JIOJUdW PUB UONRIOGR[[09 199d Pasnaoj-Aouadunuo))

(11 “01S) 31 INOQE SNOIXUE IOW J1q © 3q
JYSIW | 9SIMIAYIO0 ‘Ful[aa) 9ANISOd AIOA B W SIAIS JBY

“SUIYIOWOS N0 PR[IOM JABY IM JBY) PUB PUL)S OM AIAYM

MOUY [[IM dM PUE IdY}350) WO [[IM SUIIAI0Ad ‘porrad

SunjIom 9y} Jo pud Ay} £q ‘Mou JYSLI 9Suas e J0U

Op S3uIY) JI USAD JeY} sn Fur[[o) sdody pue doURINSSLAI

JO asuas poo3 e sn sAAIS Jossajord oy I, -opminie aanisod
' )M [onpouwr oy} Surpaesal] a1niny ay) ojul Suoo| we |

(11
‘6S) ‘[es1n02 9y} ur awoos 03 ST jBYM JO] pIelje 9q 0} pasu

OU SI 919y} suedwW Jey [, ‘[1omara1diur] nok 03 sarjdde swres

oy [, -ojdoad yim Sunoeiojur skofus pue uosiod [ewriou
© sI[**°] 10589J014 1Ry} [9A9] [BUOsIod B UO [[9) UBD NOX

(11 °LS) 'sdjoy Ajpear yeys yury | [ ] swoarqord
a1e 219y} uaym 1roddns ued sowrowos [oweu] 10ssvjord

oours [ '] auofe jou a1e nok asneoaq A[[eroadsa ‘[jom 93nb

so3ud[eyd 9y} a3eurw A[qeqord ued NoA 1By} JUIy) Op |
(11 ‘sS) "[es1n09 a3 10§] JUPYUOO-J]OS [99) dW
soyew 1] °[**-] 10ss9jo1d ano woiy djoy 103 ued oM ‘Juem
oM JoaduoyM Jey) ‘Jroddns oaey ueo 9m JeY) oS pajmouy
AU} 9ARY dM PUB ‘WOPAAIJ D[0I JAIIOR UL JARY IM YUIY) |

*SSOUQATIIRJJD
901 SA[qRUD S[00} A391BIIS PAYSI[RISI IM Sunuowradxyg

(11 °¢18) "[esmoo oy 10 sdjoy
Jey)] 198 [[IS UIL1I00 © 0ARY [ JBY) [99 | puy ‘yoeoidde
ure110d € padofoaap aaey | ‘Funias [ermaudrdanus ue ur

pajIom Apeal[e 0ABY [ 9SNE0d |, "OUWI0SIMY,, :JSNoY) os[e

1 ‘Judwowr 1xou ay) ul 1y} Aes 03 9ARY | ‘A[euosiad jng
'S9IN}09] [BUON}IPEI) 0) PAsn AJuO 1,Nn0K J1 31 0} pasn Jou
Adwrs a1e noA 9sneodq ISIY Je [qeIIOJWOodUN S[39] Jey)

98IN0J JO QUOP 2q 03 SPAU A[JOBXD JeyM BOPI OU FuIAey

‘SIYSIPBAY UI JOIP B OYI[ I B 91} PUB)S NOK ISIY Iy

(11 ‘ZS) "o[qenyea Surylowos 9)nqLIIUOd ULD | 9IoYM BIIR
Ue SI SIY) [99) | “P[OY dAIIOWOINE dY) Ul PIAJOAUL SSI] I8
oym 9s1n0d oy} ut ojdoad 19y10 YIm pey | SUONESIIAUOD
AQ pod10ojural ST UOISsaIdwr SIy I, 10] & 31 [}IM S9Fe3ud
pue [[om 9)nb Ansnpur oy} smouy oym JSeISNYIuo
Ied ® 3UI0q WOIJ Sawod aA1oddsiad A [+°] 9s1nod

oy} oy ojur aanoadsiad Aw Suriq 03 Surk1) se ojo1 AW 99S |
(11 °9S) {001 2191 [[9M MO Y10M [[144 }1 YUY} [ OS
‘[[oM JuoM SABM[E JI0MUIED) OY) ‘OF SIOIU0d [euostod
Aue AJ[BaI1 19AdU 210M 1A} PUE ‘[[oM INO PAYIOM
sfemye 1] “wes) Joafoxd e ur 10 wes) © ur sonSea[joo yim

SuneIOqe[[0d ISOW AY) pakolua | yeym sem jey) ‘wersord

s, J9)seW AW urIe)s 010§oq sIeak om) 9y} Ul doudLIdxd
YIom AW 03 Yorq UIY) | USYAA “JOU}930] SUIIoWos
uo SunjIoM pue ‘Sjuepnis 1930 9seo siy) ur ‘9idoad

19730 yim dn Surures) je poo3 aymb Ajjenjoe we [ yury) |

Aym3iquie Jusjuo))
11 °seyd

(I1°018)
JrosAwr a1 “arnjonais 19jo1d oym ojdoad 1oy A[enrur
SuruaymIaAo A[eroadss oq ued sty [, “3uros st 3odfoxd
) 2IoYM AJ}OBXD MOUY 194 10U Op pUER ABM UMO INO PUly
0] 9ABY 1SIJ 9M 2IoyMm Uonen)Is & ul sn jnd 0y 9sInod oy}
JO [BOS 21)) Y] SI JeY] ‘ULAW | ‘AJUIR)IAOUN OS[B SI I}
9$IN0D JO ‘Ouur) dWeS Y] 1Y ‘} 0} PIBMIOJ SUINOO[ Wk |
] UOTIBIDIT 20UPIAD FUIWLIGUOD)
(11 °GS) “JUSIQIIP ST 9SINOJ SIY} TOAIMOH "UOISSIS
JX2U 29U} 210J2q [BLIAIBUI ) MIIAJI P[NOM M ‘SIUIPNIS
POO03 9q 0} PAJuBM dM JI 9QARJA WOy 03 UdY) pue
‘59)0U 2B) P[nom am ‘SuIyI2wos Aes pynom 1ossajord
AU} $9SIN09 A} ul sAem[y ‘uaddey pynom jeym Surpresar
QW 10J AI9)SAWI SBM T ‘UOISSIS Is1Y ) SuLInp yuIyj |
(11 ‘8S) "o Aeyd 01 3u103 s1 s1Y} A[JoBXd
Moy dursewr Jou AJ[eal ued | ‘Keyo ‘Suryury) ApeaIfe sem
1 puy ‘yoeoidde Surop-£q-3UruIed B JO 9IOW OP 0} 9ARY
oM ‘pBIISUT "0} PASN I8 M SAUO Y] I TRUIWAS B 10
2IN109] [RUONIPERI] © 10U S, “1doouod Juarafjip Aje1o[dwos
®§)19sNB2Q SUNIOXD JO pury ‘JjesAkw 03 ysnoy |
(1T ‘€S) "rurod QWOS 1B SOA[SWAY) 0] JJ3 SSI[ 10 AIOW I
sdnoig oy, 'sdnois ur a1e om ‘Ae30 JeY) JBI[O JWILIdq I
‘paonporiur sem werdord 9s1nod I ud ay) uaym ng ]
{19y Suruaddey st jeym ‘poo) YO, JesAwr 03 3ysnoyy
1 "PaYo0ys A[[Bay Payooys A03o[dwos sem | “Is1g 18 ‘qO
[1 UOTJRI) 2OUIPIAD [BUOTHIPPY

ssourpeal 9ol sa[qeud 1oddns Jojudwu pasnooj-£19yes

ssourpeal 9[ol sa[qeud saniiqedes Sunsixo uodn Surpyng

Am3ique Anuyg

1 9seyd

Learning the Ropes of Strategy

sasuodsa. pup £31n31quiv Jo sadL] aouapiaa urioddng 7 ajgnf

© 2026 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of

Management.

ibliothek Bamberg, Wiley Online Library on [09/07/2026]. See the Terms and Conditions (https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/terms-and-conditions) on Wiley Online Library for rules of use; OA articles are governed by the applicable Creative Commons License



14678551, 2026, 3, D

ded from I y.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-8551.70079 by Univer:

C. Brielmaier, I. Dittmar and M. Fries]

(c1°¢18) “[sishreue mo ur]

Sursstwr oq JyS1w SUIYIOWOs AIYM PUE ‘U0 SNO0J P[NOYS
am Jeym 9ziseydwd pinoys om jeym JO dsUdS poo3

© 193 [[IM 9A\ SUIYIAIOAS UO JOBqPad) Sh dAIS 0] J[qe

9q [[IM 9H 0] © 9ABY ApBaIE oM ABYO “YUIY) | ISNBIAQ
‘9anisod AI19A ‘pIeSal Jey) ul ‘0§ YoM Jxou uonejuasard
A391ens Teuy oy} Surpaesar 10ssajoxd Y} yum

UOISSIs JOBQPIJJ [BUY ) dARY [[IM am Kepo [ -] soed
300} uoNBIOqR[[09 dANISOd A10A © SE ‘[jom AIOA POAJOSAT
sem ‘dO[oAdD P[NOM JI MOY PUE JNOQE SBM ISINOD

AU JBYM MOUY AJ}OBXA JOU PIP OM 9SNBIAQ ‘SUOISSIS

JSIY 9Y) Ul pey am Ajurelreoun dy) ey Joej ay) 0}

onp ‘aanisod A[o1uygep A[0A1109dsoI1al ‘oS ;U0 UIAIIUL

Jojuouwl pue uoneIOqe[[0d 10ad pasnooj-Koussunuo))

(TI “1S) o3B3 03 uonoaIp

3} INOGE TBI[OUN AIIM dM UdYM 11q ® pajroddns

sKem[e Jnq A[1001Ip J1 pPres 10Adu 9 ‘03 0} pasoddns arom
M JIUM PUB JUBIW Y JBYM POOISIIPUN SABM[B dM INq
‘)B) P[NOYS dM UOTIOAIIP YOIYM 10 Op P[NOYS IM JBUYM
SN P[0} J9AU JH 1 S0P [Jojuawi] oy MOy JeaI3 A[[ear

SI 31 YUIY) | :UOTJUIAIIIUL JOJUDW PASNIOJ-Aouaduriuoy)

(T1 *8S) MO N1om [[iam )1 “Furyuiy

AJrear we | *dnoi3 Aw uo AJo1 ued | pue ‘PIzZIueL3Io-[[om
STIL[99] [ INO J[os11 110s A[oytugap [[Im Yey)

yuryl [ Ing [ -] sasAjeur Aurwr 0s 9ARY am asneddq [[[1s]
urelrooun 31q e st uryAroad [+*] “Jno 1oy3o yoras padoy
pue dnoi3 9y} ur 19431030] 11 PISSNISIP M (A[1091100
SIY) pueisIopun | pic,, ‘1ysnoy) Arentut 1o o1doy

B JNOQE 2INSUN SBM SN JO AUO JT ‘[[om 2)Inb sagudjreyo
oy} Surjpuey a1e om ‘dnoisd Awr 03 syjuey]) Ajjeroodso

‘Aes pnom [ :uoneIOQR[[09 133d pasnooj-Louddunuo))

(Tres)

Aes pinom | ‘jom 93mb payyrom jey [, suondo JudIdIp
INO PIIBN[BAD OM 1M ‘SISA[BUE OLIBUOS B PIJONPUOD
JABY dM puB ‘JoAeg 21NN, UO JUINIOM JIB IA\ ‘SIsATeur

Ino yim ssa13oxd pooS Sunyewr o1e om ‘SO 1SNJe)S JUALIND)

(I 01S) sisA[eue oy} uI “yeads 0} 0 ‘03 SOA[ISINO
19 A[rear om Jeyy [+ ‘Apuspuadapur 93nb 31 op ued oM
pue DD ‘LOMS] sosA[eue [0139)e1)S] UMO JIdY) SOOP

AMOUQWIOS JUOAIIAD JBY) ST JIoM om Kem Ay ‘A[[eorseq yng

(Tres)

YoM ) SULINP A[[eNPIAIPUT YOIBISAI 1Y) PIP QUOAIIAD
‘S)[SB] AU} PIPIAIP dM DU "UO OS PUB ‘SISA[RUL QI YA U}
Iopoue ‘sisA[eue T LS Y} saun uosiad auo ‘oidwrexs
10,] "Sy[SB) A} SUIPIAIP AQ 1 PI[PURY dM ‘UY) Ing

‘U0 0S PUB _ jJUBAJ[AI S,JRY) SUIYIAIOAS puy T [IAN (STYD

93RUBW UJAD | URD ‘POD) [, YI[ SeM | ‘Furuuidaq ay) 1y

(21 ‘pS) 2] & SunuowiLodxo Jnoqe skeme

SeM ]I TRIQUAS U "I} Y] SUIYIOWOS A[9J2IOUO0D JIOW
AST 0] JUBM M JUO [IIYM IPIOAP ‘S[00] INOJ IO I}
N0 SUIAIN I9)JR ‘UdY) puy ;sn 10J [nyd[ay 11 S| ;dsuds
ABW 1 S0(J “IT JO SAUIOD JBYM 93S PUE JIq B JudWILIadXd
Jsnf “INo JuIyjowWos A1) 0} INOY UB J[BY INOqe J00)

3snl om U9y} ‘asn 03 [00} [£3931)S] YOIYM IO JoNpuod 0}

SISATeuR yorym jnoqe Ajurelooun sem a1y [dwexs 10j ‘Jy

(ZI ‘T1S) "'UO OS puB ‘paJBN[BAD 9q UBD
UOIIBNJIS 2[OYM [} JUIXD JBYM O] SUIULIDJOP 03 JNOYYIP
AJ[BaI 11 SOy BW 1R ], 9)BIOQE[[0J SUOISIAIP OM] ) MOY
uo 10 219y} sa131ouks uo Juryikue puy Aoreq ued nok
‘oK ‘pury ‘[syrun ssouIsnNq 0M}] U9IM}q SIITIOUAS OjuT
Sunoo[ AjJuaLInd wWwe | ‘9oueisul 10 [**] uonenyis ojoym
A1} SSASSB 03 MOY| U0 SUIYIAUR puy A[pIey ued nok ng
‘[BIOh2URQ 2q PINOM SATIAUAS JO UONEBAID AU} 0 ‘Jjo-urds
© ‘O[S B JUIIXO JBUYM 0) SUIBN|eAd A[JUSLIND OI8 oM
‘oidwrexa 104 ‘d[qe[IeAR UOTIRWLIOJUT A[I] AT2A Jsnf ST 2197 ],
] UOTIBIDIT QOUPIAD FUTWLIGUOD)
(TI ‘9S) "2q Aew sUONN|OS 1$2q A} JBYM IO
91 ouyep 0) Moy ‘st wajqoId oy jo 9dooss oy Jeym mouy
jou Op u9)jo nok ‘swajqolid 1930 ssaIppe 10 £3o1e1)S
& do[oAdp 0} paau noA uayMm [ -] asneodq onsIear
pue [eonoeld a10W Yonur 31 SO BW Jey} JUIY} [ “[[B JB 958D
A1) 10U ST 1Y) “9SIN0J SIY) Ul Ing ‘Aem dy1oads s1y) ur i1
juasaxd pue dnois ® sk Jet]) pue sIy) U0 JI0M 0} PaAU NOK
:1J8)S 9} WOIJ T8I0 AI0A Ud}Jo SI 1 ‘s309fo1d dnois 1oy30
UJ "PBY oM SISIN0D I3YJ0 WOIJ JUAIJIP 9)Inb s1 1) puy
“UMO INO UO INO JRY) 2IN3Y 01 PBY 9A (ONSSI JI391RI)S
INO SIJBYA\ :MOUY UAD 10U PIP am ‘Furuurdaq ay)
1V "Pauyap A[ILa[d Ud9q 10U Sey] Jey]) ‘Wwo[qoid B 908 oA\
(I1°1s)
(OM) 10 oam aduo ur suaddey 1eym smousy oym AJ[eay
"S)00] 2ININJ AY) MOT] MOUY JOU OP OS[B IM sNBIAG
ST A[[eN)O® anssI J1391RI)S B JBYM TBI[D JOU SI T 9SNBIQq
[1usyuoo A391e13s oY) SuIpIe3al] s9[3TNI)S SWOS IB 1Y |,
11 UOTIBIDIT QOUPIAD [RUOIPPY

SSQUIPLAI 9[0I $9[qeud 110ddns 10judW PasnO0j-A1ajes

SSQuIpeal 9[01 s9[qeud saniqedes Sunsixo uodn Surpyng

Am3ique Anuyg

[ 9seyd

8 of 20

(ponuzjuo) ) "z 21qni

© 2026 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of

ibliothek Bamberg, Wiley Online Library on [09/07/2026]. See the Terms and Conditions (https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/terms-and-conditions) on Wiley Online Library for rules of use; OA articles are governed by the applicable Creative Commons License

Management.



14678551, 2026, 3, Downloaded from & inelibrary.wiley.com/doi/1

9 of 20

Learning the Ropes of Strategy

1111/1467-8551.70079 by Univer:

ibliothek Bamberg, Wiley Online Library on [09/07/2026]. See the Terms and Conditions (https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/terms-and-conditions) on Wiley Online Library for rules of use; OA articl

(1 “€1S) [e1qe10ATop [eUy oY) 10]]

PUo 9 U 183[O STUIY) OPLUW JBYM SI JBY T 1S9q PO[IoM
jeym sem dnoig oy} ur JIom paInjonI)g Aem parnjoniis
® UI JOY}A30) SUDIOA ‘[[om sk dnois oy) ur pey om yuIy}
[ pue ‘pey | yorordde ay) sem Jey) puy B[O dW05dq
A[TenjuaAs s3ury) uay) pue ‘[ures) e se] 110y59 oy ur nd

0] 9AR( NOK ‘YI0M 0] dARY NOA ‘YrAA ‘[[om “Isnf om yury) |

(1

‘1S) .. [buspyuoo 1995 03] sn padjoy jey ], “urese peonoeid
pue ‘uonejudsard oy pajsnlpe ‘ysnoiy) 31 pay[el

A\ 10U JRUM PUR PAYIOM JBUM IJYIAT0) PISSNOSIP oM
uay I, “Sunuasard 3doy om pue [Ioquiow wedl] ‘noA yueyy
‘wed) ‘noA uey ], 10jussard oyl ym sAemye ‘dn jow
M 'SAep 221y} 10 om) )1 paonporid opn [+°] po pred Ajjear
yIom dnois o pue 19110ys 3red I10y] opel QUOAIIAD
JRU[) PAONOU M dIAYM JIOMUIRI) POOT A[[Bal 0jul
pauIny 1 ‘uay) Ing 'sn I0J AFUI[[BYD B A[AIIUYP SBM JRY L

‘soJnuIW G 10 ()7 9q 03 pasoddns sem uonejussard g

(€1 °9S) "To110 Yovd

U0 AJoI P[NOd oM puB ‘ABM JUIIOLJD PUR “ITB] D[qRUOSBAI B
Ul $Y[SB) SNOLIBA O} PIPIAIP ‘SUOISSNOSIP JAIINIISUOD PBY
A M [ ] [owooIno nyssadons & 1aA1p 03] 9ysmbarard
® sAemye s1 31 ‘ueowt | "dnois oy yim AYon| we | sem
1ng [*] -93udreyd © Suroq se Sawr) M) B PAUONIUdW

ApeoaIe aAey [ Sulyjowos sI yIom dnoid ‘yromures) yuIyl |

"90UPU0d 9[0I s3[qeud 1roddns 109d pasno0j-A31Inosg

(1 11S) -o8pamoury| [enjoej [eoyrodns

aAey Jsnl jou 309[qns 9y} Ul JUSPYUOD AJ[BAI 9q

01 pey nox [**°] -10ds o) uo uaas ‘suonsonb dn-moyjoy
JOMSUE 0] 9[qE 9q OS[E P[NOYS NOX "UONENIIS WEXD UL

ur oY[1] ‘s10)3eW AJ[BAI J1 USYM I PUdJop pue [[om uorurdo
InoX juasardar 03 9[qe 9q 03 9AeY nox Sunuasard

918 NOK 1BYM JO PIOUIAUOD A][B10) 9 pUB ‘Ul [[& 0F )1
puryaq puejs £[[nj o3 paau nok ‘uonejussaid oy} Surmp
‘uay) puy syuawngie yum dn jr Sunyorq ‘[rejop ur no )1
S1om pue [[om dredard 03 oaey A[[eal NOA ‘9S[9 IOYMOUIOS
BOPI UB [[0S PUB PUJIP 0} dALY 10 Jury)owos juasard

noA uoym jeyy st paridde [ jeym pue paured[ [ jeym ‘oS

(€1 *8S) joIMINy 3Y) UL JUSIJIP AUL 0q JOU [[IM I1INq
‘[pus oy 1w Alrenonaed] sawr Je 9[qerrojwosun anb
Ud9q SBY JI “9SIN0D JO [[oM ‘MOYIUWOS Puy Ajurejraoun
QUIES SIY) Y)IM [BOP 0] 2ABY NOK ‘SI9)JBW AJ[BAI I pUR

juounpredop A391e13s [B] Ur ‘Ojdwrexa 10j ‘J1s A[en)oe nok J|

(€1 ‘6S) 1By} SUIOp Ul J[osAwW Jsni) Os[e

ued I [*] woy) op A[eInjosqe pinood | jSISA[eur Jo Spury
9S9Y} Ing "W J0J JOU Ik JeY) AYI] sasA[euy Sury) Aw
JOU oI SIdqUINN],, ‘OYI] SABM[B SBM | OP A[[BN)OR UBd |
SUIYIaWos SI 1 Ing SISA[BUL SB JO JUIY) P[NOM | JBYM [[B
Je 10U ST [***] OIBasaI JO 10] B Op NOA JBY) Ing sIoquinu
KBS SN 1] “[[oA\ "BIBP PUR SIQUINU JO YUIY) A[d)RIpattul
SAeM[E T ‘SISA[eue,, JBAY | USYA\ A[[BaI ‘SasA[eue

JO10[ ¥ "PIP 9M S3UIY) 1910 Y} [[B IO YIOMIWERI]
OIJA 2} 10 S9I0 AL S 191104 ‘MOUY 10U Op ] “ANI|
s3ury) A[eroadsy -ooudrrodxd SuruIed] 9[qenyea g i1 punoj

1 Aym st jey ], "uosiad eonAeue ue [ay1]] [99) A[[ea1 10U pIp |

90UOPYUO0D J[01 Sa[qeu sanijiqedes parmboe uodn Surping

‘($1 71S) [ ] 10AT[9P [TRYS oM JByM JO ‘UOTIRIUASAId
9y} Surpresar Ayunoasur oy, [*°] peaisur dn owed
SOIUIRLIOOUN MAU USINOD JO) "PISLAINP Ajurerrooun
[1usjuoo pue A1juo] 1Y) PUB I9TL[O SWELIq STUIY] ‘SSI[
pue ss9] 103 A[[enpeis J] ‘UY) IOWAUR 91} JOU SBM
1y [ "y dn owoo 01 pasoddns orom am £[3oex9 Jeym
10 03 0] pasoddns a1om oM 2IYM BIPI OU PBY M ISNBIAQ
U3y A[eas sem Kjureyraoun ay) ‘Suruuidaq ay) je ‘og
1 UOTIBIN Q0UIPIAS SUTWLITUOD)

(€1 ‘98) 03 03 pasoddns
SEM JI MOT PUEB 2131} UT OF P[NOY[S JBYM SNOUTWO
[[13S MOYIWIOS SeM 11 PUY “IYIIS ul sem uoneiuasaid siyy [+°]
(€1 “¢S) Kepo) sdojoadp
1 MOY 9938 SN 1] ‘OS "Y[110J OS puL uo os pue ‘Ayenb
10A0 Ainuenb noqe sAem[e s1 31 Udy) puy j[uoneiuesard
[euy a3 10j] 91erodioour 0y juem | jey) Jndur yonw
001 2AeY sdeyrad [ o "papn[oul 9q 01 SPAU A[[Bal Jeym
INOQR UIADUOI JO JIq B [[1IS ST AI3Y) “JUdWOW Y} JB “YuIy)
1ng [ ] (pouued aaey | Jeym ojur I jo [[e djerodioour
U9AD [ UBD) "YSNOUd SI punoj 10 payd1easal pey nok jeym
J12INS 10U 2I0M 9M 3SNBIAQ ‘AJUTRIIAOUN JNOQR AIOW ST )]
11 UOTIRISIT SDUIPIAD [RUONIPPY
Aym3ique swoanQ)
111 °seyd

ssourpeal djox sa[qeud 1oddns Jojudwu pasnooj-£19yes

ssourpeal 9[ol s9[qeud saniqedes Sunsixo uodn Surping

Amsique Anuyg

1 9seyd

(ponugauo) ) g 21qng

© 2026 The Author(s). British Journal of Management published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of British Academy of

Management.

s are governed by the applicable Creative Commons License



10 of 20 C. Brielmaier, I. Dittmar and M. Fries]

Table 3. Additional evidence: Key strategic learning outcomes

Critical strategic thinking

Interviews:

Yeah, so basically, probably first of all I developed some strategic understanding to some extent. How do you approach something in a
structured way? Some analytical skills. (S4, 14)

We worked very freely and independently. And there were also these new or unfamiliar formats, like the press conferences, for example.
And because you were taken out of your comfort zone like that, you reflected more critically on what you had worked out. And yes, you
had a greater learning effect than if you had just, well how should I put it, followed instructions completely or simply memorized
something. But in this case, you really worked it out yourself and creatively. And I think that helps you remember things even better.
At least I can say that for myself that I really took away an intense experience of what is it like to apply strategic tools [with all the
contestations], for example. To even work out a strategic issue, or to present the different options and then present it all coherently,
and so on. So yes, [ took a lot away from it. (S6, 14)

Yeah, well, I would just say, it’s again simply the point about the applying aspect. That we really learned [throughout the course] to apply
things right away and not just somehow mindlessly memorize them. So that you kind of don’t look at a topic with blinders on, but
that you sort of open up your perspective a bit and look at what might be to the right and left, what might also belong to the topic or
could be important. (S7, 14)

Focus group:

I would say the biggest learning effect was, first of all, the strategy tools, the ones that are more theoretical and provide a kind of
framework and then applying them in practice. But also realizing that you can not always rely solely on those tools. That one single
framework isn’t necessarily the perfect solution, and that sometimes you have to move beyond such frameworks to find solutions.
(Focus Group Participant 3)

Resilience in ambiguity of strategy

Interviews:

Because depending on which industry you end up in, there are of course larger or smaller uncertainties regarding the future or the
environmental conditions, which of course can then, yes, maybe harm the business, but maybe also drive it forward! So, I think it’s not
just the personal uncertainty [...] that naturally play a role. Rather, I would now call it general uncertainty that the company is simply
faced with. Because, of course, you never know what the future will bring like, for example, the automotive industry. [...]. So, I
definitely believe that the uncertainty we had [...] is also a good experience for the future! (S3, 14)

I mean, that’s kind of the core [of the course], in the end, the core of strategy, like, how do you deal with uncertainties? And I think you
learn that pretty well, how to deal with it. You are confronted with it, and then you have to somehow find a way out, a solution. Then
kind of break it down into decision options, with which you can solve the uncertainty or somehow make it understandable. That’s why
I think it was definitely a big, important topic [in real life] (S4, 14).

And that’s why I also believe that especially these uncertainty factors, [being able] to deal with them, that is also something that really
helped me in my learning, for my future professional life and so on. [...]. So, because, if I imagine now the [case company]
management team or also the [case company] strategy department they’re probably not sitting there any differently than we were
sitting back in May. I mean, they also, I would say they maybe have a bit more information than we do. But basically, they have similar
information available, and they also don’t know for sure, like, no one has a crystal ball and can see into the future! And that’s why,
yeah, I also don’t think they are in a different situation than we were, or that we were in a different situation than them (S8, 14)

Focus group:

What I took away from it? I think what I learned most was that we went through how a corporate strategy actually comes about, how the
strategists in a company arrive at the decision to pursue one strategy or another. And especially now, looking back after a year, I
would say: the future, or future developments, are really hard to predict. That maybe we shouldn’t be so afraid of uncertainty, that it is
normal for things to be uncertain. And that maybe we should always keep this uncertainty in mind when making strategic decisions.

(Focus Group Participant 2)

abled students to become ready for the role, mid-course
responses allowed them to act effectively, and final
responses enabled them to feel confident in the strate-
gist role. Based on these considerations, we assigned
the following labels to these second-order role-level
implications: ‘role readiness’, ‘role effectiveness’ and
‘role confidence’ (see Table 2).

Fourth, we further analysed the relationship between
the identified second-order themes. Discussing among
the author team and returning to our data, we under-
stood that ‘role readiness’ (Phase I) is the foundation
for students to engage in the strategy content that
provided another source of ambiguity (‘content am-
biguity’). Initially, we interpreted students’ responses
to content ambiguity and their development of role
effectiveness as a linear process. However, closer exam-

ination, particularly students’ accounts, revealed that
Phase I unfolded as a cyclical process. Students moved
iteratively between ambiguity, experimentation and
support, enhancing their role effectiveness. As they be-
came effective in dealing with content ambiguity, a new
challenge emerged: the pressure to deliver a coherent
and convincing strategy presentation (outcome ambi-
guity, Phase I1I). Based on such insights, we developed
a process model (see Figure 1).

Fifth, we explored the emerging learning outcomes
of the course. We focused on outcomes specifically
related to strategy work, rather than more general
outcomes expected in PBL such as collaborative skills
(e.g. Ungaretti et al., 2015). We again identified several
first-order themes and abstracted the most prominent
patterns into two second-order themes: ‘critical strate-
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gic thinking’ and ‘resilience in ambiguity of strategy’
(see Table 3).

Sixth, we drew upon the focus group data to val-
idate our conceptual model and learning outcomes.
Although critique was explicitly encouraged, they con-
firmed that the model closely reflected their experiences,
particularly the evolving nature of ambiguity and its
implications for role transitions. These confirmations
enhance the robustness of our findings and theorization.
Appendix A presents illustrative quotes from the focus
group, confirming our overall model (A1) and providing
additional evidence for each second-order theme (A2).

Role transitions in problem-based strategy
education

We demonstrate that students experienced different
types of role ambiguity that shaped their learning
journey (Entry Ambiguity, Content Ambiguity and Out-
come Ambiguity). They responded to these ambiguities
by drawing on distinct individual, social and mate-
rial resources, enabling them to progress through key
role development phases (role readiness, role effective-
ness and role confidence). Table 2 provides additional
evidence for all second-order themes identified.

Venturing into the unknown: Overcoming entry
ambiguity (Phase I)

At the beginning of the strategy course, students re-
ceived a short introductory session from the lecturer.
This session provided essential course information and
introduced the primary objective of formulating a strat-
egy through a self-directed approach. Key objectives
of the course were ‘understand approaches to strategic
transformation’ and apply those ‘to real contexts’ (intro-
ductory session material). Put differently, students were
required to assume a strategist role during the course.
The initial sessions of the course led to experiences
of uncertainty and excitement, which we characterize
as ‘entry ambiguity’. Below, we examine this type of
ambiguity, how students addressed it and its broader
implications.

Entry ambiguity. Initial uncertainty about ‘what to do
exactly’ was omnipresent in the course. This uncertainty
arose from the shift of responsibilities compared to tra-
ditional teaching formats, but also from the inherent
ambiguity of strategy itself, as S9 put it: ‘How shall we
[as students] develop strategy?’. Initially, this shift was
experienced as ‘shocking’ or ‘surprising’ as students had
a taken-for-granted understanding of university-level
education:

At the beginning, I was very [...] confused because it is
an unusual course. I mean, as a student, including the
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Bachelor program, you’ve already had so many regular
lectures where, in the very first class, the professor just
goes, “Alright, here are the chapters, we’ll cover them
from A to Z.” [...] [here] students actually get to shape
the direction of the course themselves, I honestly haven’t
experienced anything like that before. [...] I wasn’t really
prepared for it, but it is a good thing! (S6, 11)

As the quote above also illustrates, initially, students not
only experienced feelings of uncertainty, but also excite-
ment to have greater freedom in their learning journey:
‘When I wake up, I have so much positive energy to come
to university [...] because this course is different’ (S5, I1).

Building upon existing capabilities enables role readi-
ness. Students overcame the initial entry ambiguity by
evoking existing capabilities. Thereby, they introduced
experiences of security and familiarity to the novel
situation. For example, they drew on their prior work
experience and the ‘strengths’ (S3, I1) they had demon-
strated there. This enabled them to feel ready for the
strategist role:

So, it [the course] is open [...] we don’t know what’s com-
ing. And that is obviously not ideal for people who like
to have control and know exactly what is happening when
and how. But I also think it’s actually closer to reality. I
see it at my work too. I come up with a great plan for the
day, how I will get everything done, and then something
unexpected happens. (S9, I1)

Safety-focused mentor intervention. Students not only
relied on individual resources to address the entry am-
biguity but also found comfort in the climate of trust
enabled by the lecturer. This sense of security was de-
liberately established during the introductory sessions
where students were reassured about the availability
of regular mentor sessions and their ability to seek
guidance whenever needed:

The professor is one of those teachers who show how
much they love what they do. [...] For me, that is enough.
He is always there; we can always send him emails or talk
to him on Tuesdays when we have lectures. (S1, I1)

This supportive and friendly environment helped stu-
dents to feel ready for the role to play:

I feel really well supported by Professor [name]. As I said,
if anything comes up, I know we can ask him. That is why
I deliberately throw myself into situations that are, for me,
somewhat uncomfortable. (S8, I1)

Dealing with strategy content ambiguity ( Phase I1)

In Phase II, students demonstrated an improved under-
standing of the course structure and what was expected
from them. This greater familiarity allowed them to
focus their attention on creating strategy content. This
was considered challenging due to the elusiveness of
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strategy, which introduced a new type of ambiguity
we call ‘Content Ambiguity’. As we describe below,
students engaged in a cyclical process in which content
ambiguity, experimentation and interaction with peers
and the mentor continuously informed one another,
allowing this type of ambiguity to resurface and be
re-engaged. Through this process, students developed a
sense of effectiveness in the strategist role.

Content ambiguity. Content ambiguity refers to a lack
of clarity about the specific material to be used in the
learning process. It includes challenges in searching for
adequate material and insecurity about whether the cho-
sen approach effectively addresses the strategic problem:

I feel uncertain right now, but mainly because we are just
not entirely sure if what we are doing is enough or if it’s
correct. And sometimes, you kind of have this feeling of,
“What do I know [about strategy]?” (S8, 12)

Content ambiguity was reinforced by the elusive nature
of strategy work, allowing for a wide array of options
and approaches. Indeed, students highlighted that they
faced ‘the challenge that a whole world [of strategic
issues and options] is open to you’ (S4, 12). Engaging
with the strategy of the company they represented
revealed a countless number of strategic issues. And
when they had agreed upon strategic issues, a seemingly
endless list of strategic answers emerged:

What causes the most difficulty is, after defining the key
strategic issue [...]. There are, of course, countless differ-
ent approaches. We came up with 50 different [strategic]
answers, but obviously, we need a major [strategic] answer
to present. (S2, 12)

Experimenting with established strategy tools enables
role effectiveness. Students dealt with content ambiguity
by experimenting with established strategy frameworks.
They provided a starting point amidst the prevailing
ambiguity, helping them to come into action:

So initially, we mainly made some random analysis. Be-
cause you always learn about things like the BCG matrix,
frameworks, models, and theories in our courses. (S8, 12)

However, while established strategy tools provided valu-
able guidance in how to get started, content ambiguity
soon resurfaced as students realized that all ‘these tools
can be applied in a different manner and with a different
level of detail’, leading to ‘contested insights’ (S6, 12).
Contingency-focused peer collaboration and mentor
intervention enable role effectiveness. Drawing on es-
tablished tools alone was not sufficient to effectively
enact a strategist role in the course. To deal with the
situation, students leveraged the social support of
others, ‘discuss[ing] openly about the analyses’ (S4, 12).
Using established tools became a collective effort, where
team members and the lecturer played a critical role
in challenging interpretations and narrowing down the

C. Brielmaier, I. Dittmar and M. Fries]

multitude of strategic options. The lecturer encouraged
students not only to use established tools but also to
critically reflect on how to apply them:

During the last mentoring session with the lecturer, he
asked us what we had been working on. [...]. I mentioned
that we had a SWOT analysis prepared [...]. His immediate
reaction was, “Oh, oh, but did you properly go through
the other things first?” So, that made us [as a team)] reflect
again [...] where do they [analyses] make sense, what
purpose do they serve, and what background information
is needed to apply them effectively? (S8, 12).

Beyond the guidance provided by the lecturer, stu-
dents collaborated with their peers to weigh different
strategic options and thereby counteract the content
ambiguity they faced. Together, these responses—
experimentation, peer collaboration and mentoring—
formed a dynamic process through which ambiguity was
continually revisited and worked through. This interplay
enabled students to increasingly act with effectiveness:

I was not exactly lost, but I kept wondering, “Does this
[strategic issue] fit? Is it enough?” quite often. But as I said,
through the group work, a lot was done cooperatively,
with research and additional input being added [by the
lecturer]. In the role here currently, I do feel like I have
arrived. (S3, 12)

The ambiguity behind strategy outcomes ( Phase I11)

In Phase III, students felt much more secure about the
role they assumed in the course and how to create strat-
egy content. However, they increasingly experienced
uncertainty surrounding the result of their pursuits.
This particularly applied to the final strategy presenta-
tion, where students had to present their results to the
lecturer. We term this ‘outcome ambiguity’. As we show
below, students dealt with this ambiguity by drawing
on capabilities acquired throughout the course and by
finding security in exchange with their peers.

Outcome ambiguity. During the final weeks of the
course, students faced growing insecurity about how
their strategic work would be evaluated and whether
they could achieve their envisioned outcomes. Students
collectively felt ‘insecure’ as the final presentation ap-
proached. This outcome ambiguity was, once again,
related to the elusive nature of strategy, offering no
clear black-and-white solutions. Students struggled
to decide which elements of the vast array of strate-
gic information and analyses to include and what to
strategically omit to deliver a convincing presentation:

We realized that the numbers of [the case company] are
really bad. We asked ourselves how to communicate that.
So, do you leave it out? Because, I mean, you cannot
communicate anything false [...]. But do we just pick out
a few numbers, leave the rest out, or simply present them
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exactly as they are? [...] I was struggling with [...] figuring
out what to communicate to stakeholders and how to
communicate it. (S7, 13)

Building upon acquired capabilities enables role confi-
dence. To address outcome ambiguity, students drew
on competencies developed throughout the course.
Over weeks of engaging in strategy work, students
had gained a much clearer understanding of what it
means to be a strategist. For instance, they recognized
that ambiguity is an inherent aspect of strategy and its
communication. In preparing their final presentations,
students began to use this ambiguity strategically:

In the end it’s also about a grade. And [the professor] is the
one evaluating it. So it was nice to see, okay, he likes that
idea. One of my groupmates even marked which [strate-
gic] ideas he liked. And then we had a kind of selection
criterion which probably also works similarly in real life
when you are pitching to a manager or decision-maker
who prefers one idea over another. (S9, 13)

Furthermore, many students emphasized how the
course format pushed them to engage in tasks they
initially felt uncomfortable with. Drawing on these ex-
periences gave them a sense of confidence in their role as
a strategist and, thus, their ability to deliver outcomes:

Yes, 1 would say making decisions [was challenging],
because I am not the most decisive person. And in this
project, you really have to make decisions. [...]. So, I
definitely learned to trust more in what I do and to make
decisions based on my own judgment. Especially toward
the end, when it comes to deciding what to include in the
final presentation on a certain topic and what to leave out.
(S7,13).

Security-focused peer support enables role confidence.
Dealing with outcome ambiguity was not only an in-
dividual effort but also a collaborative one. However,
such collaboration was often demanding in the intense
time leading up to the presentation. Collaboration
required work in managing the diverse needs of group
members, yet was enabling a sense of security for the
final challenges ahead.

I had team members who were repeatedly messaging in
the WhatsApp group every evening [in the week before the
presentation] with a lot of panic, saying things like, ‘Do
you think we need this?” And I would think, ‘Let’s take a
deep breath, calm down.” But then, of course, you engage
with it, you respond to those three-minute voice messages
in the evening to reassure them. (S2, I3).

Mutual support and collectively addressing remaining
concerns allowed students to gain the confidence to
stand behind their produced outcomes as strategists:

Because you are in a group, you have your team members
to rely on. You are not standing alone, and if five people
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say, “Yes, this makes sense,” then you can trust that it does
make sense. (S7, 13)

Aftermath: Students’ key strategic learning outcomes

Being part of the strategy course was demanding for
students, as they experienced a series of challenges while
creating the required content and outcomes. Students
were enthusiastic about their learning outcomes.

I really think that in this course, with its format, I
learnt much more compared to what is possible [to
learn] in a normal lecture (S1, 14).

As students reflected on their experiences, two emerg-
ing strategic learning outcomes stood out (see Table 3
for additional evidence):

Critical strategic thinking. A key learning outcome
of the course, from the students’ perspective, was de-
veloping the ability to think critically about complex
strategic problems by experimenting with different
options and questioning their own assumptions (‘Does
it make sense? Is it really helpful?’ S4, 14). For instance,
S9 emphasized that they learned to create distance from
their own viewpoint to see the bigger picture:

[I learnt that] you sometimes have to try to step back and
look at it as if from the outside, to see it as objectively as
possible, [...] am I currently doing everything possible, or
am I just stuck in tunnel vision?

Resilience in ambiguity. Another fundamental learning
outcome of the course was that students, at least in
their own perception, developed the ability to deal
with the ambiguity present in the strategy course. Stu-
dents built resilience in managing uncertain situations,
such as dealing with incomplete information about an
uncertain future, and addressing ill-defined problems:

I also found it exciting to experience dealing with this
uncertainty [...] that even if there is uncertainty at the be-
ginning, nothing bad happens. In fact, something positive
can come out of it if you just push through. You do not
necessarily need to overthink and worry so much. Instead,
you can trust the process, and things will work out. (S8, 14)

The role of ambiguity for role transitions in
problem-based strategy education

Conceptual interpretation

Students encountered three subsequent types of am-
biguity in the process of transitioning into a strategist
role: entry ambiguity, content ambiguity and outcome
ambiguity. Furthermore, we show responses to navigate
these ambiguities and develop readiness, effectiveness
and confidence for the strategist role. Figure 1 provides
a process model that summarizes the types of ambigu-
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ity, associated responses and role implications across
three conceptual phases.

The first phase of our model shows that PBL in
strategy settings may involve substantial ‘entry ambi-
guity’ that stems from two sources. First, it arises as
students realize that they are responsible for their own
progress throughout the course. Problem-based strategy
education thus represents a significant shift for students
used to passive roles in traditional teaching. Second, it
is connected to the role-related ambiguity of strategy
work as students are expected to enact a strategist role
that comes without predefined scripts. While entry am-
biguity evokes feelings of insecurity, it is not perceived
negatively. On the contrary, entry ambiguity is accom-
panied by a sense of excitement and empowerment, as
students anticipate the freedom implied by both the
teaching format and the strategist role.

Entry ambiguity evokes two responses that enable
students to achieve readiness for the role to play (contin-
uous arrows in Phase I). Students draw upon capabilities
developed outside the university to establish a sense
of security for themselves. Furthermore, students seek
reassurance from the mentor. Safety-focused mentor
interventions, that is, subtle, consistent signals of ac-
cessibility and support, foster a climate of trust, which
plays a crucial role in helping students feel ready to as-
sume the new role (role readiness, dotted box in Phase I).

As students feel ready for the strategist role, they
begin engaging with the content of the strategy course
(dotted arrow between Phases I and II). This intro-
duces the new challenge of ‘content ambiguity’. It
refers to students’ insecurity about how to create
strategy content, including challenges in identifying,
analysing and interpreting strategic information. Con-
tent ambiguity thus corresponds closely to intrinsic
ambiguity in strategic decision-making, where infor-
mation is incomplete and outcomes uncertain. It is
also connected to role-related ambiguity, as the elusive
nature of strategy offers little guidance on what a
strategist should do, inviting an overwhelming array
of options.

Content ambiguity evokes interdependent responses,
enabling students to accomplish ‘role effectiveness’.
One key response by students involved experimenting
with established strategy tools which initially seemed
unambiguous. Yet, these tools (e.g. PESTEL) proved
in fact ambiguous, offering multiple ways to interpret
and apply them. They are thus only a starting point
for further activities. As another key response, students
sought guidance from the lecturer and their peers to
reflect on, validate and refine their strategic analyses.
As shown in the model (see the circular loop in Phase
II), these responses were not independent of each other
but formed a cyclical process: experimenting with strat-
egy tools triggered new ambiguity, which prompted
renewed collaboration and mentor input, which in turn
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shaped further strategy tool use. Over time, this process
enabled students to act effectively in the strategist role.

As students are able to effectively formulate strat-
egy, their focus shifts towards the final outcome to be
delivered (dotted arrow between Phases II and III). At
this point, students encounter ‘outcome ambiguity’.
This ambiguity refers to the uncertainty students ex-
perience when crafting a compelling presentation for
stakeholders. Even with defined content, ambiguity
remains regarding how to structure it, what to prioritize
and what will be considered convincing. Outcome am-
biguity is connected to both intrinsic and role-related
ambiguity: the open-ended nature of strategy reflects
intrinsic ambiguity, while the ongoing elusiveness about
what is expected from someone in the strategist role
illustrates role-related ambiguity.

As shown in the model (see Phase III in Figure 1),
two key responses enabled students to develop role
confidence. First, they engaged in security-focused peer
collaboration, relying on team members to validate
and refine the final presentation. In contrast to earlier
phases, they increasingly relied on each other rather
than mentor input. Second, they began to draw upon
the capabilities acquired in the process, such as rec-
ognizing that strategy is inherently ambiguous. This
perspective helped them reframe their doubts and toler-
ate ambiguity more comfortably. Importantly, students
not only responded to ambiguity in this phase, they
began to use it strategically. They framed issues strate-
gically, tailored arguments to stakeholder concerns and
deliberately chose how to present unresolved aspects.
Through this process, students felt confident in the
strategist role by the end of the course.

Theoretical contributions

In recent years, business schools have increasingly
embraced experiential approaches like PBL that are
assumed to enhance learning outcomes compared to
traditional methods (Anderson et al., 2018, 2025; Ma-
son et al., 2024). At their core, experiential approaches
engage students in real-world tasks as a means of
professional learning (Dean, Wright and Forray, 2020).
In the context of strategy, such engagement inevitably
involves ambiguity (Abdallah and Langley, 2014; Plot-
nikova, Brielmaier and Friesl, 2025). However, we still
know little about how students experience ambiguity
and how it shapes their learning, raising important
questions about how to best structure experiential
strategy education (Bell et al, 2018; Hallinger, 2021;
Ungaretti et al., 2015). Against this backdrop, we make
two contributions to the strategy education literature.
First, our paper contributes to a deeper understand-
ing of how learning unfolds in experiential strategy
education by shifting attention to students’ perspectives
and learning experiences. While prior work empha-
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sizes the pedagogical value of approaches like PBL in
mirroring the complexity and ambiguity of strategy
work (Dent and Fearon, 2025; Grant and Baden-Fuller,
2018; Mintzberg, 2004), it offers little insight into
how students actually experience this ambiguity and
what enables their learning within it. Building on the
foundations of experiential learning as engagement
with real-world complexity, we conceptualize learning
in strategy education as a process in which students
begin to inhabit the role of a strategist (Merton, 1957,
Reinsch et al., 2023). Prior research argues that this
occurs as actors practically engage with the specific
characteristics of the role (Bolander, Holmberg and
Fellbom, 2019). In this respect, we show that role tran-
sitioning unfolds through students’ engagement with a
sequence of three distinct forms of ambiguity: entry,
content and outcome ambiguity. Each type of ambi-
guity evokes different responses that gradually enable
students to develop role readiness, effectiveness and
confidence. These forms closely, but differently, resem-
ble the role-related, intrinsic and strategic ambiguities
of real-world strategy work (see Cappellaro, Compagni
and Vaara, 2021; Whittington, 2019). Entry ambiguity
arises as students leave their passive learner role (e.g.
O’Flanagan and Jester, 2025) and face role-related am-
biguity about how to enact the strategist role. Content
ambiguity blends role-related and intrinsic ambiguity,
as students grapple with which tools to use, what infor-
mation to analyse and how to interpret results in the
absence of clear templates (Plotnikova, Brielmaier and
Friesl, 2025). We thus go beyond treating ambiguity as
a monolithic construct (e.g. Bell e al, 2018; Crosina
et al., 2024; Ungaretti et al., 2015) by showing how
students experience and progressively address and ulti-
mately leverage different forms of ambiguity over time.
In doing so, we demonstrate that experiential formats
like PBL do more than simulate strategy practice and
its complexities; they create a space in which students
engage with the real-world ambiguities of strategy
work and learn to inhabit a professional role identity
through them.

Second, we contribute to strategy education by
showing how ambiguity can be effectively leveraged as
a pedagogical design choice and a powerful learning
catalyst. Thereby, our study responds to calls for the
effective design of problem-based strategy education
(Hallinger, 2021; Ungaretti et al, 2015). Previous
research in strategy and management education has
noted the limited attention given to ambiguity (Dent
and Fearon, 2025; Grant and Baden-Fuller, 2018) even
though, as Bell er al. (2018, p. 237) argue, a core aim
of today’s strategy education should be to ‘develop stu-
dents’ abilities to deal with paradoxes and ambiguity’.
We demonstrate that this goal can be achieved by con-
fronting students deliberately with ambiguity during the
learning process. Specifically, our findings suggest that
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exposure to and the successful navigation of ambiguity
ultimately enables ‘resilience in ambiguity’ and ‘critical
strategic thinking’. However, developing these learning
outcomes is not automatic; it requires specific enabling
conditions. Our paper identifies two critical conditions
that facilitate students’ ability to critically reflect and
develop resilience in ambiguity: Peer collaboration
and mentor interventions. Mentor interventions play
a particularly important role but must evolve over
time, shifting from broad psychological support to
targeted strategic guidance. Initially, safety-focused
mentor interventions need to establish a climate of trust
(Edmondson, 1999), helping students to begin engaging
with strategy content despite the pervasive ambiguity
in the learning environment. As students progress,
contingency-based mentor interventions become essen-
tial, enabling students to narrow strategic options from
a wide range of possibilities and providing input for
further reflection. Peers also constitute a key resource
in the learning process. Contingency-based peer collab-
orations enable collective reflection and sensemaking
of the inherent ambiguity of strategy and its tools (e.g.
Wright, Paroutis and Blettner, 2013). Later, as students
focus on outcomes, peer collaboration shifts towards
security-focused interactions, where peers validate
strategic choices and thereby enhance confidence in
the results produced. Thus, making ambiguity a pro-
ductive part of strategy education requires not only its
deliberate inclusion but also the creation of supportive
and adapting conditions over time that enable students
to work through the ambiguity experienced. While
only rarely observed in our setting, the ‘dark side’ of
PBL, such as group conflicts or exclusion, remains a
potential risk (Ryberg, 2024) and represents an im-
portant avenue for future research in problem-based
strategy education.

Limitations

Like any other study, ours is subject to limitations. Our
findings are based on an in-depth, longitudinal study
of 13 students across two iterations of a postgraduate
strategy course. While this specific setting limits gen-
eralizability, it is well suited for developing theoretical
insight into the unfolding nature of learning as role
transitioning in experiential strategy education that re-
mains underexplored (Ozcan, Han and Graebner, 2017).
Moreover, our sample represents a subset (~30%) of the
cohorts and may reflect self-selection bias, as students
opting into an elective strategy course might already be
more open to ambiguity. To enhance the robustness of
our findings, we provide extensive additional evidence
(Tables 2 and 3) and conducted a focus group with three
additional students who were not part of the interview
sample. Their reflections on the course and our process
model confirmed our findings (see Appendix A).
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Conclusion

Our paper responds to enduring calls for more practice-
centred strategy education (e.g. Greiner et al., 2003;
Jarzabkowski and Whittington, 2008; Mason et al.,
2024). While entrepreneurship education has long de-
bated how to authentically incorporate ambiguity and
real-world experiences into the curriculum (e.g. Neck
and Greene, 2011; Neck, Greene and Brush, 2014),
strategy education has been more reluctant to explore
and adopt such approaches (Bell ez al., 2018; Grant
and Baden-Fuller, 2018). Our paper illustrates that role
transitioning and thus learning in problem-based strat-
egy education is inseparably linked to the ambiguity
inherent in strategy. We provide practical insights into
the design of PBL in strategy education, particularly re-
garding the evolving role of lecturers in supporting stu-
dents through ambiguity. Yet, PBL also has significant
implications for lecturers. Traditional teaching places
lecturers at the centre of learning, but PBL requires
them to step back, relinquish control and embrace a
facilitative role. This shift can create role-related am-
biguity for lecturers themselves, particularly those ac-
customed to traditional teaching role identities. Future
research should explore such identity-based role transi-
tion (Ashforth, 2001) and how lecturers can be prepared
to adopt problem-based strategy education effectively.
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Appendix A: Focus group evidence for theoretical confirmation and robustness

Table Al. Focus group quotes validating the process model (see Figure 1).

I would generally say that this definitely reflects my experience. (Focus Group Participant 1)
I agree as well and would go along with the feedback loop [Phase 2], [...], I agree with the whole model, with the diagram that is

currently being shown
(Focus Group Participant 2)

Yes, I can only confirm that the [theoretical model] fits well [to my experience]. (Focus Group Participant 3)

Table A2. Additional evidence for second-order themes from focus group

Phase I

Entry ambiguity

Building upon existing capabilities enables role
readiness

Safety-focused mentor support enables role
readiness

Yes, so I think, generally, it’s actually good to
be thrown into it like that, because that’s
more like how things can be in a real job later
on, [...]. But it was also a bit overwhelming
at the beginning. I think for many people,
I'm speaking a bit on behalf of my group,
that there was quite a lot of information at
the start, and you really had to read up on
things. (Focus Group Participant 1)

So at the beginning, of course, we started off
with a bit of uncertainty. [...] Like, okay, we
are doing things differently here [in the
course], and that’s naturally always
accompanied by some uncertainty [...].
(Focus Group Participant 2)

It felt like that [uncertainty], because there was
nothing to hold on to, it was like: just start
swimming now, and you are the one, go
ahead. And you are in this pool thinking,
‘Wait, who am I even [to do strategy]?” And
first you have to figure out who you are.
That’s how it starts, and that’s the
uncertainty. Yes, it was definitely there.
(Focus Group Participant 3)

One advantage was that we had the automotive
industry, where everyone already has at least
a bit of basic understanding. I think there
are definitely much more difficult industries,
but it was actually quite good that it was at
least a very tangible industry [to start with].
(Focus Group Participant 1)

I like working with frameworks like that. They
are just kind of part of business studies.
Most of them, like Porter’s Five Forces and
so on, I already knew, and then you can also
draw on prior knowledge and apply it again.
(Focus Group Participant 2)

Personally, I have a few years of professional
experience [that helped me in the beginnung].
It started with a bachelor’s degree that |
completed alongside regular work. That
program was focused on business
administration. After that, I gained
professional experience in project
management related to transformation [...].
That is why this topic, or module, was so
exciting for me (Focus Group Participant 3)

Yeah, I thought they [milestones, feedback
meetings with the mentor and material
provided] at least provided a guiding
structure, I liked that. Otherwise, you would
just start off without direction, and it feels
easy to get lost in the details or go down a
path that turns out to be pointless in the end.
(Focus Group Participant 1)

And the professor also said many times: don’t
worry, we will get there and I think when you
really feel that it’s not just being said, but it’s
actually true, that you’re developing it
[feeling of safety], then I can also feel a bit
more secure [...] That’s why the uncertainty
at the beginning that we were not knowing
what to expect, did not really bother me,
because I still felt relatively safe in the
environment. (Focus Group Participant 2)

That the professor said, ‘Yes, we will do this,
don’t stress about it,” I was able to trust in
that. This [...] definitely helped me reduce
the uncertainty I had when I first entered the
room. (Focus Group Participant 3)
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Table A2. ( Continued)
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Phase 11

Content ambiguity

Experimenting with established strategy tools
enables role effectiveness.

Contingency-focused peer collaboration and
mentor intervention enables role effectiveness

Especially in a [strategy] module like the one
we had here [is uncertainty how to act],
where things are not necessarily unclear, but
there are multiple ways to solve the task and
different possible solutions. (Focus Group
Participant 2)

Early there was the general question, that was
already tricky for us “which market are you
even focusing on?”” We ended up choosing
the European market, but we could have
taken the U.S. market, which would have
been a completely different starting point.
[...] There is no “wrong” you could
[theoretically] do everything (Focus Group
Participant 3)

Phase II1

I found that they [strategy tools] gave us a good

direction [to start] [...] but it is still the case
that if ten people do a SWOT analysis, you’ll
probably get ten different results and maybe
even more so with a scenario analysis, where
you can go in completely different directions.
So in that sense, yes, it’s clear that there just
is not one right solution. Things can go in a
certain direction, but still, I definitely
appreciated that they provided [strategy
tools] a framework, which helped you know
where to start. (Focus Group Participant 1)

Well, I would definitely say strategy tools, those

frameworks, exactly, they basically gave me a
sense of security [what to do as a strategist in
the course]. (Focus Group Participant 2)

Being in a group definitely reduces a lot of the

uncertainty for me [...]. And when you
present an idea [of the many theoretically]
possible and everyone in your group says,
“Yeah, I agree,” or maybe adds a small
change, that really takes away a lot of the
uncertainty for me, just being able to check
in with fellow students. (Focus Group
Participant 2)

I would even say that one thing leads to the

other [peer collaboration and mentor
feedback] because when you solve a problem,
new questions come up, like: does this still
work for you? Because you've now come up
with something, and then you want feedback
to see if it’s going in the right direction. And
then you get feedback, continue working,
and dive deeper into it. That’s what we did,
first within our group, and then after that,
there were the feedback sessions. [...] And so
it all went hand in hand, and eventually we
reached the point where we had what we
were aiming for (Focus Group Participant 3).

Outcome ambiguity

Building upon acquired capabilities enables
role confidence

Security-focused peer support enables role
confidence.

So there were repeated discussions about the
results [for the final presentation] or whether
we might not want to go in a different
direction (Focus Group Participant 1)

Yes, the uncertainty was there; it was noticeable

for all of us in the group [before the
presentation] (Focus Group Participant 3)

That’s part of it [to use ambiguity strategically]!

You don’t have to talk negatively about
yourself, when you are presenting a new
strategy [...] it’s not a bad thing to leave out
negative aspects (Focus Group Participant 1)

It’s really like, you develop it, and I could feel

more confident as I know that there is not
this [...] a single correct solution [...]
developing a strategy [for the presentation]
[...] that is [simply] not something where
there is a predefined solution or where you
can say one is right and the other is wrong
(Focus Group Participant 2)

The discussions within the group, or the fact

that we, as a group, agreed and said, “This is
now our strategy [for the presentation]” that
definitely gave me a sense of security. (Focus
Group Participant 2)

It was like that [as shown for phase 3 in the

model]. For us in the group [...] [the mutual
support] gave us the necessary confidence to
argue it that way [in the presentation], which
we did! (Focus Group Participant 3)
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