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Agenda

• Spotlight Knight’s ideas about knowledge as articulated in Risk, 
Uncer ta inty, a nd Pr ofit , an d  som e of h is oth er  w r itin gs on  
ep istem ics an d  econ om ic th ou gh t 

• For egr ou n d  th e con cep tion  of str a tegists’ a gency em bedded  in  
Kn igh t’s ideas abou t kn ow ledge

• Ar ticu la te th e cogn itive fou n da tion s of agen cy u n der  u n cer ta in ty

• Ou tlin e im plica tion s of an  agen tic per spective for  th e r elevan ce 
of str a tegy u n der  KU



K n ig h t , 19 2 1, R i s k , U n c e r t a in t y  a n d  P r of i t , 
C h a p t e r  7: Me a n in g  of  R i s k  a n d  U n c e r t a in t y

The essence of the situation is action according to opinion, 
of gr ea ter  or  lesser  va lu e, n eith er  en tir e ign or an ce n or  
com plete an d  per fect in for m ation , bu t pa r tia l kn ow ledge. 
If w e  a r e  t o  u n d e r st a n d  t h e  w or k in gs of t h e  e con om ic 
syst e m , w e  m u st  e x a m in e  t h e  m e a n in g a n d  s ign ifica n ce  
of u n ce r t a in t y; a n d  t o  t h is  e n d  som e  in q u ir y in t o  t h e  
n a t u r e  a n d  fu n ct ion  of k n ow le d ge  it se lf is  n e ce ssa r y.



The fist datum for study of knowledge 
an d  beh avior  is th e fact of con sciou sn ess 
itself… Th e essen ce of m en ta lity fr om  a  
fu n ction a l stan dpoin t seem s to be its 
for w ar d-lookin g ch a r acter .

Th e u n iver sa l for m  of con sciou s 
beh avior  is th u s action  design ed  to 
ch a n ge  a  fu t u r e  s it u a t ion  in fer r ed  
fr om  a  p r esen t on e.

Knowledge Is Constructed 

And for action

Across time For the future

We know the absent from the present, 
the future from the now, by assuming 
that the connections or associations 
among phenomena which have been 
valid will be so; we judge the future 
from the past.



Cognitive Representations Are Creative 
a n d  I n t e n t ion a l  A c t s  

We cannot make an exhaustive classification 
of things, but must take various and shifting 
gr ou p in gs a ccor d in g t o  t h e  p u r p ose  a n d  
p r ob le m   in  v ie w , a ssim ila tin g th in gs n ow  on  
th e basis of on e com m on  pr oper ty (m ode of 
beh avior ), an d  n ow  on  th e basis of an oth er . 
(Kn igh t, 1921)



⚬The selection of things and assignment of 
m ean in g cr ea tes su b jective an d  pu r posefu l 
r epr esen ta tion s of th e situ a tion  
￭ Wh at is r elevan t? 
￭ Wh at is in  an d  w h a t is ou t (bou n dar ies)? 
￭ Wh at is figu r e an d  w h a t is backgr ou n d? 

⚬Th e in com plete kn ow ledge p r ob lem  gives 
p r im acy to m en ta l r epr esen ta tion s over  
ob jective ch a r acter istics, an d  to cr ea tive 
con str u ction  over  deta iled  an a lysis  

Is KU a Hall of Mirrors? 



“As u n cer ta in ty in cr eases, so do th e “degr ees of fr eedom ” to 
select en ds an d  m ean s—in clu d in g m ean s an d  en ds beyon d  
cu r r en t u n der stan d in g of w h a t is expected , appr opr ia te, or  
desir ab le. 

Th e less defin ed  th e kn ow ledge fr am ew or ks th a t gu ide action , 
th e gr ea ter  t h e  n e e d  a n d  op p or t u n it y fo r  a  fir m  t o  d e fin e  
t h e m , an d  th e gr ea ter  th e im por tan ce of d ir ection , 
coor d in a tion , an d  m ean s–en ds r eason in g pr ovided  by 
in ten tion s” 

KU Requires and Enables Agency  

Rindova and Courtney, 2020. To Shape or Adapt. Aca d em y o f Ma n a gem en t  Review . 



Knight’s Views on Knowledge for Agency 

⚬ Knowledge is for action. It gives actors agency to explore  
fundamentally novel directions, and not just  reduce 
uncertainty

 
⚬ Knowledge is multi -faceted and agency rests on multiple   
types of knowledge:
￭ t e ch n ica l (a n a lys is  o f t h e  s i t u a t io n )
￭ se lf (o f t h e  k n o w e r )
￭ so cia l (o f o t h e r  k n o w e r s ) 

⚬  Pe o p le  v a r y  in  t h e  e x t e n t , fo r m , a n d  cir cu m st a n ce s  in  
w h ich  t h e y  ca n  e x e r cise  a ge n cy  



Knight’s Broader Perspective on Knowledge

Kn ow le d ge  for  a ct ion  

Kn ow le d ge  of se lf a n d  o t h e r s  

But anything that can properly be called 
knowledge on the part of any subject is 
unthinkable apart from self -knowledge  and 
valid inter -communication with similar 
(competent and trustworthy) knowing selves, 
living, thinking, and acting in relation to a 
common world of not -self, which is the general 
object of knowledge.

The subject matter of relevant knowledge 
of conduct, in contrast with mechanical 
response, is primarily human interests --
interests in action , in contrast with the 
interest in knowledge -- and the relation 
between interests and action , in our 
knowledge of both, and in action itself.



1.... th e va r ia tion  in  th e p ow e r  of r e a d in g h u m a n  n a tu r e , 
of for ecastin g th e con du ct of oth er  m en , a s con tr asted  w ith  
scien tific ju dgm en t in  r ega r d  to n a tu r a l ph en om en a . 

2. ... d iffer en ce is fou n d  in   ca p a cit ie s  t o  ju d ge m ea n s  an d  
d isce r n  a n d  p la n  t h e  s t e p s an d  ad ju stm en ts n ecessa r y to 
m eet th e an ticipa ted  fu tu r e situ a tion . 

3. ... va r ia tion  in  th e p ow e r  t o  execu t e t h e  p la n s an d  
ad ju stm en ts believed  to be r equ isite an d  desir ab le. 

4.... d iver sity in  con du ct ... du e to d iffer en ces in  th e am ou n t 
of con fid en ce w h ich  in d ivid u a ls  fe e l in  t h e ir  ju d gm e n t s  
... th eir  pow er s of execu tion ; th is degr ee of con fiden ce is in  
la r ge m easu r e in depen den t of th e “tr u e va lu e” of th e 
ju dgm en ts an d  pow er s th em selves. 

5.... t h e  con a t ive a t t it u d e t o  a  s it u a t ion  ... It is a  fam ilia r  
fact, th a t som e in d ividu a ls w an t to be su r e an d  w ill h a r d ly 
“take ch an ces” a t a ll, w h ile oth er s like to w or k  on  or igin a l 
h ypoth eses an d  seem  to p r e fe r  r a t h e r  t h a n  sh u n  
u n ce r t a in ty. 

[People] d iffe r  in  t h e  ca p a cit y fo r  
p e r ce p t ion  a n d  in fe r e n ce  t o  fo r m  
cor r ect  ju d gm en t s  to th e fu tu r e 
cou r se of even ts in  th e 
en vir on m en t. Th is capacity, 
fu r th er m or e, is fa r  fr om  
h om ogen ou s, som e  p e r son s 
e x ce llin g in  fo r e sigh t  in  on e  k in d  
of p r ob le m  sit u a t ion s, o t h e r s , in  
o t h e r  k in d s, in  a lm ost  e n d le ss  
va r ie t y. 

K n ig h t , 19 2 1, R i s k , U n c e r t a in t y  a n d  P r of i t , 
C h a p t e r  8 : S t r u c t u r e s  a n d  Met h od s  f or  Me e t in g  U n c e r t a in t y



K n ig h t , 19 2 1, R i s k , U n c e r t a in t y  a n d  P r of i t , 
C h a p t e r  8 : S t r u c t u r e s  a n d  Met h od s  f or  Me e t in g  U n c e r t a in t y

Th e am ou n t of u n cer ta in ty effective in  a  
con du ct situ a tion  is th e  d e gr e e  of 
su b je ct ive  con fid e n ce  fe lt  in  th e 
con tem pla ted  act a s a  cor r e ct  
a d a p t a t ion  t o  t h e  fu t u r e  – n u m ber  4 
above. 

[w ]e m ay speak in  som e sen se of th e 
“tr u e va lu e” of ju dgm en t an d  of capacity 
to act, bu t it is t h e  p e r son ’s  ow n  op in ion  
of th ese va lu es w h ich  con t r o ls  h is  
a ct iv it ie s . 

Hen ce th e five va r iab les a r e, fr om  th e stan dpoin t of th e 
per son  con cer n ed , r edu ced  to tw o, (su b je ct ive  o r  fe lt ) 
u n ce r t a in t y a n d  h is con a t ive  fe e lin g t ow a r d  it .



Cognitive and Conative 
C a p a c it i e s  f or   A g e n c y  

u n d e r  KU

C og n it ion  + C on a t ion



Te m p or a l 
Cogn it ion   

Pa st
Pr esent 
Futur e

Ep ist e m ic 
St a n ce

Env to Mind
Mind to Env

Im a gin a t ion
Pr oductive

Cr ea tive

Con a t ive  
At t it u d e

Doubt
Oppor tunity

Re gu la t or y 
Focu s

Pr omotion
Pr evention



Con a t ion  is a  m en ta l facu lty a ssocia ted  w ith   
pu r pose, desir e, w illin g, str ivin g, an d  agen cy

It is a ssocia ted  w ith  com m ittin g an d  su sta in in g 
in tellectu a l en er gy tow ar d  solvin g p r ob lem s an d  
com pletin g ta sks 

Kan t (1988) ca tegor ized  con a tion  as on e of th e 
th r ee “absolu tely ir r edu cib le  facu lties of m in d” - 
kn ow ledge, feelin g, an d  desir e an d  r ela ted  it to th e 
con cep tion  of fr eedom

At t it u d e  of d ou b t  a ssocia ted  w ith  delayin g action  
an d /or  n ot com m ittin g to a  d ir ection  of 
developm en t

At t it u d e  of op p or t u n it y a ssocia ted  w ith  
p ion eer in g, m akin g b ig bets, sh ap in g by 
com m ittin g an d  in flu en cin g. In d ividu a l-level 
r esea r ch  on  u n cer ta in ty-seekin g r ela tes it to 
exp lor a tor y, expan sive agen cy, an d  str a tegy 
r esea r ch  on  sh ap in g to ch an gin g th e pay-offs for  
oth er s  

Con a t ive  
At t it u d e

Doubt 
Oppor tunity



Rin d ova  a n d  Cou r t n e y, 2020. To  Sh a p e  or  Ad a p t . Aca d em y o f Ma n a gem en t  Review . 



Te m p or a l focu s refers to the extent to which 
in d ividu a ls ch a r acter istica lly th in k abou t th e past, 
p r esen t, an d  fu tu r e

Most r esea r ch  is a t th e in d ividu a l level focu sed  on  
w ell-bein g an d  w or k per for m an ce su ggest th a t 
fu tu r e focu s im pr oves per for m an ce ou tcom es, 
w h er eas p r esen t focu s im pr oves w ell-bein g 

Me n t a l t im e  t r a ve l - a  key im agin a tive p r ocess -- 
r efer s to deliber a te p r ocesses for  con n ectin g th e 
th r ee, often  to iden tify r esou r ces for  im agin a tion  
an d  action . 

Te m p or a l w or k  a t th e or gan iza tion a l h as effects 
on  agr eem en ts on  str a tegy u n der  u n cer ta in ty, an d  
im plem en tin g ch an ge, esp . r ad ica l ch an ge

Te m p or a l d e p t h  r esea r ch  in  str a tegy r ela tes 
len gth  of tim e h or izon s to d iffer en ces in  str a tegic 
goa ls, stakeh older  in ter action s, an d  scope of 
str a tegies 

Te m p or a l 
Cogn it ion  

Pa st
Pr esent 
Futur e



Mercedes -B e n z R e -im a g in in g  t h e  
F u t u r e  of  Mob i l i t y  

“Cars will turn into … exclusive cocoons on wheels that 
enable people to do exactly what they want or need to do. 
This is the redefinition of automotive luxury.”

Rin d ova  & Ma r t in s , 2022. Fu t u r e sca p e s: Im a gin a t ion  a n d  Te m p or a l Re -or ga n iza t ion  in  t h e  
De sign  o f St r a t e gic Na r r a t ive s. St r a t egic Or ga n iza t ion .



“We are now going back to the future…”





Ep ist e m ic s t a n ce  is a cognitive relation to the 
en vir on m en t based  on  in ten tion s abou t “d ir ection  of 
fit” (Sea r le, 1989). 

Th e pr im ar y in ten tion  in  fittin g th e en vir on m en t to 
on e’s m in d  is th e developm en t of tr u e beliefs, i.e . 
tr u e/accu r a te r epr esen ta tion s of th e existin g 
en vir on m en t.

“Beliefs a im a t  being tr ue, a nd their  being tr ue is their  fit t ing 
the wor ld; fa lsity is a  decisive fa iling in  a  belief, a nd fa lse 
beliefs should be disca r ded; beliefs should be cha nged to fit  
with  the wor ld.” Pla tts (1979)

Th e pr im ar y in ten tion  in  fittin g on e’s m in d  to r ea lity 
is r ea lizin g desir ed  fu tu r es. 

“Desir es a im a t  r ea liza tion, a nd their  r ea liza tion is the 
wor ld fit t ing with  them; the fa ct  tha t  the indica tive content 
of a  desir e is not r ea lised in  the wor ld is not yet  a  fa iling in  
the desir e, a nd not yet  a ny r ea son to disca r d the desir e; 
the wor ld, cr udely, should be cha nged to fit  with  our  
desir es, not vice ver sa .” Pla tts (1979)

Ep is t e m ic St a n ce
Envir onment  to Mind
Mind to Envir onment

Rin d ova  a n d  Ma r t in s , 2024, Th e  Im a gin a t ion  Ad va n t a ge , u n d e r  r e vie w , St r a t egy Scien ce



On  t h e  on e  h a n d , d e sir e s  h a ve  a  p r im a r y, 
a sse r t ive , cr e a t ive , a n d  e x p e r im e n t a l 
ch a r a ct e r ; t h e y a r e  ch oice s. 

On  t h e  o t h e r , t h e y h a ve  a  cogn it ive  
q u a lit y...[t ]h e  m ot ive  of con d u ct  is  m or e  or  
le ss  a  ju d ge m e n t  o f r e a l w or t h  ...”
 

Kn igh t , 1925. Econ om ic Psych ology a n d  t h e  Va lu e  Pr ob le m . Th e Qu a r t er ly 
Jou r n a l o f Econ om ics . 





Pr od u ct ive  im a gin a t ion  is th e facu lty th r ou gh  
w h ich  peop le r eor gan ize kn ow ledge  an d  
syn th esize d iver se in for m a tion  an d  exper ien ces 
(“th e m an ifold”) in to con cep tu a l kn ow ledge, 
w h ich  is th e fou n da tion  of r eason in g.

Cr e a t ive  im a gin a t ion  is th e “fr ee p lay” of 
th ou gh t -- “fr ee to exp lor e or  p lay … pu ttin g th e 
m an ifold  togeth er  in  a  m u ltitu de of d iffer en t 
w ays”  (Math er n e, 2016) a s th e fou n da tion  of 
cr ea tive a r tistic pu r su its. 

Th e tw o br oad  ca tegor ies a r e d istin ct fr om  th e 
va r iety of specific m ech an ism s th r ou gh  w h ich  
peop le im agin e: m en ta l sim u la tion , m en ta l tim e 
tr avel, cou n ter factu a l r eason in g, an a logica l 
r eason in g, con cep tu a l com bin a tion , an d  
deliber a te a ssocia tin g.

Im a gin a t ion
Pr oductive

Cr ea tive

Rin d ova  a n d  Ma r t in s , 2024, Th e  Im a gin a t ion  Ad va n t a ge , u n d e r  r e vie w , St r a t egy Scien ce



How Starbucks Re -im a g in e d  t h e  C of f e e  
Ex p e r ie n c e

Th e  b e an

Th e  e xp e rie n ce



Coffee + Sociality = Coffee Bar

Con ce p t u a l com b in a t ion  introduced elements of the “bar” in the coffee shop: 
the barrista, hand -made beverages, customized drinks, and alcohol -level prices

Martins, Rindova, and Greenbaum, 2015. Unlocking the Hidden Value of Concepts, Strategic Entrepreneurship Journal

Im m er sion  in  It a lia n  con text             Socia lity a s a  va lu e a ttr ibu te 

Socia lity in  th e US con text          Th e Bar



Re gu la t or y Focu s
Pr omotion
Pr evention

Re gu la t o r y focu s captures how people purse 
goa ls

Th e tw o types of r egu la tor y foci a r e d iffer en tia ted  
by n eeds, stan da r ds, ta r get ou tcom es, th in kin g 
styles, p lan n in g an d  per for m an ce

Pr om ot ion  Focu s
⚬Gr ow th  n eeds
⚬ Idea ls a s stan dar ds
⚬Aim s a t a tta in in g positive ou tcom es
⚬Wor ks fa st an d  p r epa r es for  best-case scen a r ios
⚬Disju n ctive th in kin g - op tion s an d  m ileston es
⚬Ou tper for m s u n der  u n cer ta in ty (m edia ted  by 

n eed  to p ivot)

Pr e ve n t ion  Focu s
⚬Safety n eeds
⚬Ou gh ts/du ties a s stan dar ds
⚬Aim s a t avoid in g n ega tive ou tcom es
⚬Wor ks fa st an d  p r epa r es for  best-case scen a r ios
⚬Con ju n ctive th in kin g -- sequ en ces an d  

com pletion
⚬Un der per for m s u n der  u n cer ta in ty (m edia ted  by 

n eed  to p ivot)



⚬ KU r e q u ir e s  a n d  e n a b le s  a ge n cy. 

⚬ Agen cy r ests on  cogn it ive  + con a t ive  ca p a cit ie s , w h ich  p r ovide a  
d istin ctive toolkit for  str a tegists to develop  kn ow ledge (th eor ies) 
an d  take action  (str a tegies) u n der  u n cer ta in ty.

⚬ Agen cy goes beyon d  decision  m akin g. It in volves r e a lit y m a k in g 
th r ou gh  im agin a tion  an d  action . 

⚬ As agen ts, str a tegists p r ob lem atize settled  situ a tion s to cr e a t e  
d e sir a b le  fu t u r e s .

⚬ A h u m a n  a ge n cy a p p r oa ch  t o  s t r a t e gy m a k in g a lign s w it h  t h e  
n e ce ssa r ily su b je ct ive  n a t u r e  of s t r a t e gy u n d e r  KU. 

What Is Distinctive about a Human 
Agency Approach to Strategy under KU 



Con a t ion  captures proactivity and the will to act, commit, and persevere needed to 
ach ieve tr an sfor m a tion a l goa ls. 

Te m p or a l cogn it ion  a ffects h ow  th e past an d  pr esen t a r e b r ou gh t to bea r  on  th e fu tu r e. 

Ep ist e m ic s t a n ce  r eflects in ten tion s for  h ow  to con n ect im agin a tion , desir es an d  
action s.

Im a gin a t ion  cr ea tes im ages an d  scen a r ios n ot im m edia tely pr esen t, facilita tin g th e 
con ception  of possib ilities an d  th e an ticipa tion  of developm en ts. 

Re gu la t or y focu s expla in s th e d iffer en t w ays in  w h ich  people pu r su e goa ls an d  h ow  
th ese d iffer en ces a ffect action  u n der  u n cer ta in ty. 

Togeth er , th ese con cepts h igh ligh t th e com plex in ter p lay betw een  m otiva tion , cogn ition , 
an d  action  th a t con stitu te str a tegists’ agen cy u n der  u n cer ta in ty. 

Th ey expla in  h ow  str a tegists can  em ploy cogn ition  an d  action  beyon d  r a tion a l ch oice to 
con ceptu a lize u n cer ta in  con texts a s sites of cr ea tivity, poten tia lity, an d  tr an sfor m a tion . 

How Cognitive + Conative Capacities 
Support Agency 



⚬ Ad d r e ssin g u n ce r t a in t y th r ou gh  both  adap tive (added  flexib ility) an d  
sh ap in g (m or e vision a r y) str a tegies 

⚬ De ve lop in g n ove l a n d  t r a n sfor m a t ive  s t r a t e gie s  th a t en ab le 
depa r tu r es fr om  th e sta tu s-qu o 

⚬ Ad d r e ssin g gr a n d  ch a lle n ge s an d  eth ica l an d  cu ltu r a l expecta tion s
⚬ Ca p it a lizin g on  e m e r gin g t r e n d s a n d  op p or t u n it ie s  th a t a r e 

am bigu ou s an d  n ot qu an tifiab le
⚬ In cr e a sin g s t a k e h old e r  e n ga ge m e n t  a r ou n d  or gan iza tion a l m ission , 

va lu es, an d  br oader  eth ica l con sider a tion s

Strategic Contexts Where Agency Is 
Necessary 

(to create relevant strategies)
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