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Investigating the Impact of Need Knowledge on Strategy 
Development in Organizations 

Florian Kragulj and Florian Fahrenbach 
Vienna University of Economics and Business, Vienna, Austria 
florian.kragulj@wu.ac.at 
florian.fahrenbach@wu.ac.at 
 
Abstract: Strategy development results from a knowledge-creating process to guide organizational behavior and achieve 
(long-term) goals. However, a strategy rarely considers the needs of the organization and its members explicitly. If known 
and considered, needs might have an existential impact on behavior. Therefore, we propose that a profound strategy should 
take into account needs. Arguably, the generation of any strategy can be considered as an organizational learning process, 
which is shaped by and results in knowledge. Therefore, a knowledge perspective might be helpful to study what impact the 
consideration of needs has on the outcome of a strategy development process. Since the concept of need knowledge has 
only been introduced recently to knowledge-based management, the impact of this type of knowledge has not been 
considered in strategy development processes. Our empirical research aims at understanding the differences between 
strategies, which emerge with regards to needs in the social system and strategies, which are developed without explicitly 
considering needs. Therefore, we conducted an experiment with two groups of students, who were encouraged in a 
collaborative learning task to design strategies for a better learning and teaching environment at their university. To evaluate 
these strategies, we used a repertory grid analysis to investigate how explicit need knowledge affects the outcome of the 
organizational learning process. 
 
Keywords: need knowledge, organizational learning, strategy development, repertory grid, personal construct theory 

1. Introduction  
A strategy provides a path for achieving long-term goals. At best, it is the result of a knowledge-creating planning 
process (Takeuchi, 2013) and reflects a description of the course of actions to be taken in order to reach set 
goals (Chandler, 1962). Many variables potentially affect the emergence of strategies (Alexander, Graham, & 
Harris, 1998). Presumably, one of them are needs. Although we are usually unaware of our needs, they play a 
central role in the guidance of our behavior. 
 
However, needs are not the means of their realization (actions, strategies, etc.; in short, satisfiers). A focus on 
needs rather than on their concrete realizations helps us escaping binary decisions (yes or no) on certain actions 
and allows for developing alternative strategies. Our previous research concentrated on how to turn implicit 
needs into explicit knowledge about them.  In this paper, we investigate the impact of need knowledge in terms 
of the resulting strategies by conducting an experiment in an organization and thereby, collecting data with high 
ecological validity.  
 
We compare strategies, which are explicitly informed by need knowledge, to strategies, which are not. 
Concretely, we aim at understanding the perceived differences between strategies, which knowingly address 
needs of students in the social system (“need-based strategies” (NBS)), and strategies which are developed 
without such a preceding consideration (“non-need-based strategies” (N-NBS)). By contrasting these categories 
of strategies, we empirically investigate what impact explicit knowledge about needs has on strategies. Figure 1 
illustrates this approach.  

 
Figure 1: Schematic depiction of the experiment including the influencing knowledge categories 

We structure the remainder of this paper as follows: First, we outline the research gap and define our research 
question. Second, by taking a knowledge perspective, we introduce our notion of needs in order to grasp the 
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impact of needs on strategy development. Third, we describe our experiment in which we used the repertory 
grid method. Fourth, we present the results along with limitations and future directions for research. 

2. Research gap and research question 
Psychologists suggest that needs are the driving force (i.e. motivation) for behavior in general and adaptation 
and learning in particular. They defined human needs as stable and absolute categories, without taking into 
account the dynamics and the current (temporal) state of a social system, such as an organization (e.g. 
university) (Gasper, 1996; Kesebir, Graham, & Oishi, 2010). Furthermore, it has been argued that needs are most 
effective when we are consciously aware of them (Stampe, 1988). 
 
However, it has not been investigated what impact awareness of needs has on adaptation processes of small-
scale social systems, i.e. organizational learning processes. Following Huber (1991), who argues that 
organizational learning results in a change of the potential behaviors an organization can perform, we argue that 
strategy development reflects a realization of such a learning process. Consequently, we investigate a strategy 
development process in order to understand what impact awareness of needs has on the process’ outcome. 
Consequently, the research question is as follows: How does explicit knowledge about needs condense in 
collectively created strategies for the organization? 

3. Theoretical background  
We will briefly discuss our notion of needs and their relation to the means of their satisfaction. Subsequently, 
we will outline the concept of explicit knowledge about needs and argue why this knowledge may be helpful in 
organizational learning processes such as strategy development. 

3.1 Relation between needs and satisfiers 

Needs are defined differently across disciplines. However, two major notions of needs can be identified in the 
literature: while psychology treats needs as explanatory drivers for behavior, which are unique to humans, have 
a psychological or physiological nature and are accompanied by experiential sensations (e.g. Deci & Ryan, 2000; 
Hull, 1943; Maslow, 1970; Murray, 1938), other disciplines such as customer-oriented subjects (e.g. Bayus, 2008; 
Goffin & Lemke, 2004; Hyysalo, 2003; Pincus, 2004; Wagner & Hansen, 2004) or management define needs as 
instrumental necessities towards an end, i.e. targeting a purpose (e.g. customer satisfaction or well-being). 
Theorists and practitioners alike draw an important ontological distinction between needs and satisfiers (e.g. 
Braybrooke, 1987; Max-Neef, 1992; Patnaik & Becker, 1999). Satisfiers refer to concrete measures to fulfil a 
need, i.e. strategies, actions, products, services, etc. In light of this dichotomy, they put an emphasis on needs 
for several reasons: First, “needs last longer than any specific solution” (Patnaik & Becker, 1999). Needs are 
stable over time, whereas concrete solutions are coined by current circumstances (e.g. technology). Second, 
needs provide a roadmap for developing a strategy towards need satisfaction. In so doing, the articulation of 
needs may profoundly affect such processes. And third, a focus on needs “keeps all possible solutions open for 
consideration and avoids prematurely limiting possibilities” (Patnaik & Becker, 1999). This reflects the 
potentiality of explicit needs compared to instances of solutions (i.e. satisfiers) (Holst & Stahlbröst, 2006); 
especially, in cases when concrete solutions are lacking, even if the need is given: “Before microwave ovens were 
invented it was not possible to consult users about requirements. [...] However, the need[s], i.e., heating food 
[...] could have been identified” (Ericson & Stahlbröst, 2006; Preece, Rogers, & Sharp, 2002). 
 
Synthesizing the two major views on needs in literature, i.e. needs are motivational forces, as suggested by 
psychology, and needs are instrumental necessities towards a goal, as suggested by philosophy and adopted in 
customer-related and management fields, we define needs as instrumental necessities depending on a 
substantial purpose, which gain motivational power through conscious reflection; thereby, we contrast them 
with satisfiers, which are concrete means to meet needs. We argue that there may be several potential satisfiers 
to one need. 
 
To sum up, the relationship between needs and satisfiers is a “one-on-many” relation. It seems promising to 
consider needs at the beginning of an organizational learning process: they offer prioritized guidance for strategy 
development, since needs are necessities to reach a substantial end (purpose) and different to mere demands. 
Second, needs do not entail a specific solution (i.e. strategy), but trigger and inform a sustainable learning 
process (Kaiser, Kragulj, & Grisold, 2016). 
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3.2 Explicit knowledge about needs fostering strategy development 

According to Idenberg (1993), a strategy development process follows two dimensions; goal orientation (what) 
and process orientation (how). On the intersection of these, four types of strategy development approaches are 
observable: (strong process orientation (p.o.)/strong goal orientation (g.o.)) “logical incrementalism”, (strong p. 
o./weak g. o.) “guided learning”, (weak p.o./strong g.o.) “rational planning”, (weak p.o./weak g.o.) “emergent 
strategy”. 
 
For the purpose of this paper, we adopt the “guided learning” approach to strategy development, which holds 
that “one must steer the situation from inner motivation and openness to change, because external goals cannot 
continuously determine the course to be taken” (Idenberg, 1993). Strategy development is driven by intrinsic 
motivation rather than external demand. In line with this view, fundamental needs (which are contingent to the 
substantial purpose of the needful entity) intrinsically inform the learning process, i.e. the strategy development. 
 
From a knowledge-based management perspective, Nonaka argues that knowledge creation is a conversion of 
tacit and explicit knowledge. He emphasizes that the conversion of knowledge cannot be controlled, its 
emergence can only be enabled (Nonaka, Toyama, & Konno, 2000). He argues that management activities should 
focus on enabling conditions for knowledge creation and, in turn, management decisions should be made with 
regards to both tacit and explicit knowledge. While the utilization of tacit knowledge is subject of other research 
(Venkitachalam & Busch, 2012), we want to focus on the role of explicit knowledge. Following Nonaka and other 
scholars , we argue that explicit knowledge about needs constitutes a capacity to act (Stehr, 2012; Sveiby, 1997, 
2001), which is sharable among a group of people, and may foster the collective development of NBS. 

4. Method 
In this section, we outline the method we use for the experiment and briefly discuss its theoretical 
underpinnings. 

4.1 Personal construct theory and repertory grid technique 

In order to address our research question, we use the repertory grid technique (Fransella, Bell, & Bannister, 
2004), which is rooted in the personal construct theory (PCT). Developed by Kelly (1955), it follows the tradition 
of constructivism and humanistic psychology. PCT argues that humans make sense of their world in terms of 
similarities and differences. It describes how the constructed mental model influences humans’ experience and 
behavior. Accordingly, every (conscious or unconscious) judgement underlies an implicit theory of the world 
(Fransella et al., 2004). These mental models can be explicated using the repertory grid technique. Repertory 
grids are used as a tool for knowledge explication and shed light on the meaning-creating process of individuals 
(Hemmecke, 2012). Repertory grid analysis has been applied in organizational settings (e.g. Brophy, 2003; Rugg 
et al., 2002) and can be employed on a variety of artefacts, which are perceivable and describable, such as 
software design (Hassenzahl & Wessler, 2000), cultural differences (Tomico, Karapanos, Levy, Mizutani, & 
Yamanaka, 2009), brand personality (Heine, 2009), ICT (Fallman & Waterworth, 2010), customer expectations 
(Baxter, Goffin, & Szwejczewski, 2014), and, as in our case, organizational strategies. Hemmecke (2012) 
describes repertory grids as a structured methodology with a profound theoretical background (PCT) as viable 
for knowledge-based management. They proofed to be valuable in converting tacit into explicit knowledge 
(Hemmecke, 2012; Nonaka et al., 2000). 
 
A repertory grid analysis consists of three parts: 

A set of elements represents the subject of the evaluation. In our case, these elements were created under 
semi-controlled circumstances (see 5.2).  

A set of constructs reflects the perception of the subjects in terms of bi-polar construct/contrast pairs. These 
pairs emerge in semi-structured interviews. In a repetitive process of presenting triades of elements to the 
interviewee construct/contrast, pairs are elicited until no new pairs are named. Variations of this method 
are described in literature (Hemmecke, 2012). 

A set of ratings of elements on constructs: Each element is located between the two poles of the 
construct/contrast dimension. This can either be done with single individuals or with a larger number of 
participants where survey data is being averaged. The outcome allows for simple as well as complex 
statistical analysis such as cluster analysis. 
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5. Experiment 
To investigate the impact of explicit need knowledge on strategies, we contrasted strategies explicitly addressing 
the needs in the social system with strategies not explicitly addressing needs. Both were developed by students 
of our university. In this section, we will outline the experiment and the subsequent analysis. 

5.1 Results from a previous case study: catalogue of validated needs (step-1) 

In a previous research project, we generated a catalogue of substantial needs of students of our university, which 
was the starting point for this experiment. The research question was: “What do students need in their academic 
environment?” (more details can be found in Kaiser, Kragulj, Grisold, & Walser, 2015; Kaiser, Kragulj, & Grisold, 
2016; Kaiser and Kragulj, 2016). Over the past three years we have been developing a method for generating 
and inferring explicit knowledge about needs in organizations (Kaiser, Fordinal, & Kragulj, 2014; Kragulj, 2014). 
Applying our method called "Bewextra", we identified the following 14 needs (cf. figure 2):  

Individuality 
Community 
Freedom and Flexibility 
Quality 
Efficiency 
Security 
Sustainability 

Self-Realization 
Consideration 
Practical Relevance 
Transparency 
Convenience 
Communication 
Appreciation 

Figure 2: Identified needs of students (Kaiser, Kragulj, Grisold, & Walser, 2015; Kaiser, Kragulj, & Grisold, 2016; 
Kaiser & Kragulj, 2016) 

5.2 Element elicitation: Strategy development (step-2) 

In two experimental groups (group A and group B), we asked students to develop strategies, which we specified 
as a detailed plan of action how to potentially improve the learning and teaching environment at their university. 
The narrative results should be concrete enough to be implementable within two years. Even though, 
participants of the two groups differed slightly in terms of their average study time elapsed and their average 
age, both groups were comparable, because all participants were experienced undergraduate students from the 
same study program. 
 
Students were encouraged to work in teams of two or three to develop a concrete strategy. This took about 30 
minutes. Different to group A, group B was introduced to the previously identified needs (see 5.1) and a 
discussion was fostered in order to get students acquainted to them. Afterwards, group B did the same task 
(strategy development) like group A. In total, 11 strategies were developed. 4 of them were “non-need-based 
strategies” (N-NBS) (group A), whereas 7 were “need-based strategies” (NBS) (group B). However, one NBS was 
excluded from the analysis because it did not comply with the task. An overview of the key figures of step-2 is 
given in table 1. 

Table 1: Key figures of step-2 

 Group A Group B 
 “Non-need-based strategies” “Need-based strategies” 

No. of students 9 (5 male, 4 female) 14 (5 male, 9 female) 
No. of teams 4 7 

Avg. age 21.5 yrs. 26 yrs. 
Avg. study time elapsed 2.5 yrs. 4 yrs. 

No. of developed strategies 4 6 (7) 
Avg. word count of strategies 126 words 

5.3 Construct elicitation: Judging strategies (step-3) 

Based on the 10 strategies, step-3 aimed at elicitating the subjects’ mental models of perception using the 
repertory grid analysis. 
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5.3.1 Interviews 

In order to elicitate constructs from the elements (strategies), we conducted 7 semi-standardized interviews 
with graduate students (4 female, 3 male; avg. age 24.5 yrs.; avg. study time elapsed 5 yrs.), as described in 
Fransella et al. (2004). For these interviews, strategies (NBS and N-NBS) were mixed and any hint about their 
source was removed. Therefore, we adjusted tenses, grammar and writing style while leaving the content 
unchanged. Based on these elements, interviewees explicated constructs and contrasts, which best described 
their perception of the strategies. 
 
An interview took around 45 minutes and was structured as follows: After a brief introduction on what the 
guiding question for creating the strategies was (without hinting at the two different genesis approaches), the 
interviewee had sufficient time to read through all strategies and ask for clarification afterwards. 
 
Then, we presented randomly generated triads of elements to the interviewee and asked him/her to find a 
similarity in two of the three elements and label it with an adjective, which is the construct. Subsequently, we 
used the opposite method (Neimeyer, Bowman, & Saferstein, 2005) and asked the interviewee for the 
similarity’s opposite. This encouraged the interviewee to explicate the contrast. This elicitation procedure was 
repeated until saturation was reached; this was indicated when previously named construct/contrast pairs were 
repeated for three times without finding any new pairs. The six interviews resulted in 119 construct/contrast 
pairs, which showed similarities in terms of content. 

5.3.2 Clustering 

3 interviewees clustered the construct/contrast pairs according to their similarity in meaning. This reduced the 
overall number of items, which facilitated the rating in the subsequent step. Utilizing a “haptic approach”, all 
construct/contrast pairs were printed out and spread on a table. We asked the participants to cluster the pairs 
to find semantically coherent patterns. They were free to move cards around and discuss the emerging sets. This 
aimed at finding clusters, which were most coherent in themselves and most distinct from other clusters. Next, 
we asked participants to identify the most salient construct/contrast pair from each cluster, which exemplary 
represents the cluster as a whole. This procedure, which lasted for around 30 minutes, resulted in 21 dominant 
construct/contrast pairs (21 clusters). Results are summarized in table 2. 

Table 2: Key figures of step-3 

 Interviews Clustering 
No. of interviewees 7 (3 male, 4 female) 3 (3 male) 

Avg. age 24.5 yrs. 23 yrs. 
Avg. study time elapsed 5 yrs. 5 yrs. 

Outcome 119 construct/contrast pairs 21 clusters (21 dominant 
construct/contrast pairs) 

5.4 Construct rating: online survey (step-4) 

Finally, we used an online survey to conduct the construct rating. For every single strategy we asked participants 
whether it is better represented by the construct on the left or the contrast on the right extreme of the spectrum 
(the 21 construct/contrast pairs were shown randomly); for this, we used a non-numbered six point semantic 
differential scale, which allowed for measuring the questionee’s attitudes towards the elements. We asked 
(other) students of the university to participate in the survey. Key figures of the survey are shown in table 3. 

Table 3: Key figures of step-4 

No. of (completed) questionnaires 52 
No. of questionees 32 females 

20 males 
41 undergraduates 

4 graduates 
5 PhD students 

1 Other enrolment 
Avg. age of participants 26 yrs. 
Avg. study time elapsed 3.5 yrs. 

5.5 Data analysis and results 

In this section, we outline the data analysis procedure and present the results. 

489



 
Florian Kragulj and Florian Fahrenbach 

The questionnaire (see 5.4) consisted of 210 questions (10 strategies x 21 construct/contrast pairs), which were 
answered by 52 questionees and resulted in 10.920 data points. To investigate these data points in one repertory 
grid table, we averaged all answers for each question. 
 
The resulting repertory grid was analyzed using the R software package OpenRepGrid (Heckmann, 2011). To 
visualize the repertory grid, Bertin (1974) proposes the so-called Bertinplot, which shows the average ratings of 
all 52 questionees on the 10 strategies (cf. figure 3). Strategies are rated in between two extremes (left = 100; 
right = 600) and their scores are reflected by a color shade. In a brighter cell, the strategy was rated as belonging 
(rather) to the construct (left extreme) while the darker cell shows strategies that were rated as belonging 
(rather) to the contrast (right extreme). The poles are grouped in a way that the right hand side reflects positively 
connoted constructs. For example, strategy 9 (S-9 (N-NBS)) was perceived mainly in terms of the left extreme 
and, therefore, its visualization is brighter compared to strategy 8 (S-8 (NBS)), which was rather located at the 
right extreme. However, contrasting the average rating of NBS (M = 421.17, SD = 100.47) and N-NBS (M = 403.38, 
SD = 115.25), we only found a difference of 4 %. Additionally, we performed a T-test on the averaged values and 
found no significant difference between the ratings on NBS and N-NBS, t(208) = 1.18, p < .05. 

 
Figure 3: Bertinplot on the average rating of all questionees 

We used a Biplot analysis (cf. figure 4) to jointly visualize all elements and constructs and the relative distances 
between them. The Biplot allows for reading the relative position of an element (indicated as points) on a 
construct/contrast pair, which are indicated as vectors. For example, S-9 was perceived as unfair, old, inefficient 
and non-supportive, whereas S-4 and S-7 were perceived as voluntary, flexible and easy. 
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Figure 4: Biplot depicting the relative distances between elements and constructs (row means centering); two 

element clusters highlighted 

Similar to the Biplot, the cluster analysis describes a set of statistical methods to visualize similarities and 
distances in larger sets of data. This is achieved by decreasing in-cluster distance and increasing between-cluster 
distance. We used a hierarchical cluster analysis to investigate whether elements and/or constructs show 
patterns of similarity. Therefore, we calculated the Euclidean distance and used the Wards method as the linkage 
criterion. We performed a cluster analysis for the construct/contrast-pairs as well as the elements. Since we did 
not find any observable and stable cluster patterns in construct/contrast pairs (bootstrapped cluster analysis; 
500 replications; p < .05) we can conclude that the clusters created by the interviewees (see 5.3.2) were stable 
in terms of in-cluster homogeneity and between-cluster heterogeneity. Examining the cluster analysis of the 
elements, we identified two clusters on the top level (indicated by two ellipses in figure 4). However, these two 
clusters as well as all subordinated clusters were mixed and included NBS as well as N-NBS. Since we could 
neither find a cluster, which only contains NBS, nor one, which only contains N-NBS, we cannot draw a clear 
distinction between those strategies in terms of their perceived properties.  
 
Answering our research question, we could not find any stable patterns, which indicate distinctive perceptional 
properties of NBS compared to N-NBS, in our experiment. Therefore, we could argue that needs – whether 
explicit or not – intuitively influence strategy development under circumstances characterized by few constraints 
(“as if”-situation). 

6. Conclusion and discussion 
This study depicts the first empirical evaluation of the impact of explicit need knowledge on strategy 
development in an experimental setting. Our conclusion is two-fold.  
 
First, there is a clear overlap between needs and the perception of strategies (i.e. constructs; e.g. need for 
“freedom and flexibility” – construct “flexible/inflexible”; need for “efficiency” – construct “efficient/inefficient”; 
need for “transparency” – construct “transparent/ inscrutable”), which is in line with the assumption that needs 
govern our behavior and thus, they can guide strategy development. However, this overlap is also apparent in 
N-NBS (cf. figure 4). This indicates that needs influence our acting even when we are not explicitly aware of 
them.   
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Second, we did not find any solid difference between NBS and N-NBS. Considering the Biplot and the cluster 
analysis, there are neither properties exclusively found in NBS nor in N-NBS. With regards to our research 
question, we could not find any properties that are unique to NBS; we cannot conclude that need knowledge 
has a distinct effect on the outcome of a strategy development process. 
 
These findings may be due to the following circumstances: in both experimental groups, the creation process of 
the strategies was not affected by restricting conditions (e.g. limited resources, contextual restraints from any 
superordinate social system, competing viewpoints, etc.; e.g. different stakeholder interests in a community). 
Participants were free to come up with whatever ideas that came to their minds and had not to find a consensual 
strategy. The only criterion was feasibility, which was reflected in the participants’ personal experiences with 
the social system. In laboratory settings, where participants must not consider any restrictions, it seems that 
they intuitively create strategies, which meet non-articulated needs. However, this “intuitive approach” might 
reach its limitations in “real-world” environments, which may be characterized by scarce resources, competing 
interests, bounded rationality, and other restrictions. A potential limitation of our study could be the small 
number of participants; the results must not be seen as representative for the entire social system. 
 
Based on the findings of this preliminary study, we suggest that further research should investigate the 
potentiality of explicated need knowledge in complex situations, which are characterized by disagreement or 
even stand-offs on the satisfier level, i.e. mutually exclusive ideas promoted by different stakeholders cancel 
each other out. We hypothesize that need knowledge, which results from a common understanding of shared 
needs, could provide the basis to find alternative strategies (satisfiers). One possibility to implement this could 
be the design of a method to scale the relative importance of needs. Such a prioritization could guide strategy 
development under “real-world” circumstances. 
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