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The strategic use of historical narratives: a theoretical framework  

History has long been recognized as a strategic and organizational resource. 

However, until recently, the advantage conferred by history was attributed to a firm’s 

ability to accumulate heterogeneous resources or develop opaque practices. In 

contrast, we argue that the advantage history confers on organizations is based on 

understanding when the knowledge of the past is referenced and the reasons why it is 

strategically communicated. We argue that managers package this knowledge in 

historical narratives to address particular organizational concerns and audiences. As 

well, we show that different historical narratives are produced with the goal of 

achieving different organizational outcomes. The success of an organization is thus 

dependent on the ability of its managers to skilfully develop historical narratives that 

create a strategic advantage. 

Keywords: organizational past; organizational history; historical narratives; rhetorical 

history; legitimacy; authenticity; identity; organizational culture; strategic advantage. 

 

Introduction 

There is an awareness of the importance of historical narratives within management and 

organizational history
1
. Yet, arguably, most research in business history has focused on the 

production of historical narratives about managers and organizations to understand the past 

and the effects it might have on the present. This can be seen in both the approach taken by 

realist business historians, such as Alfred Chandler Jr.
2
, and in some of the more recent 

cultural approaches to business history
3
. In contrast to these two approaches we assert that 

there is a third approach to business history that does not focus on historical narratives that 

are told about managers and organizations. Instead, it investigates how the past might 

provide organizations with a strategic advantage because of the way historical narratives 

are appropriated, mobilized and used, in the present, by managers and organizations
4
. In 

other words, the third approach to business history is concerned with how history is used as 

a strategic resource
5
. 

 This approach to business history is not particularly new nor is it surprising. The 

value of an organization’s unique history has been noted and discussed in the strategy and 

management literatures over the past 30 years
6
. There have been discussions about the 
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historical advantage provided by key geographic locations
7
, the contents and operation of 

an organization’s archives
8
, the architecture of the firm

9
, and the rhetorical construction of 

the organization’s past deeds
10

. Moreover, there is an understanding that many of these 

aspects of an organization’s past can be leveraged and used so that managers can meet and 

exceed their strategic
11

 and organizational
12

 goals. And although some of these studies have 

identified history as an organizational and strategic resource most, except for some notable 

exceptions
13

 have assumed that an organization’s history is the same as the organization’s 

past. That is, an organization’s history is a strategic asset only because no other firm has 

experienced similar past events
14

. Yet, if we are to take seriously the assertion that history 

is a resource, then we need a more nuanced understanding of this third approach. To 

address this issue we shift the debate away from descriptions about managers and 

organizations and how the past accumulates and creates strategic advantages/disadvantages. 

We focus, instead, on when narrative elements of organization history can be used and why 

they might be used strategically.  

 Our discussion of historical narratives as organizational resources aims to provide 

preliminary answers to two main questions. First, we identify the circumstances under 

which managers might appeal to historical narratives when they could use many other kinds 

of narratives to construct a strategic advantage. In particular, drawing on history offers a 

way to build a common interpretation of events
15

 and to connect the organization to a 

shared collective past
16

. Organizational historical narratives are based on the idea of an 

existing past shared with individuals and groups as well as with broader collective 

arrangements. Through history-telling managers can enhance their stakeholder’s connection 

to the organization by emphasizing the association it has with, for example, the nation-state, 
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society or important events and occurrences with the organization. History-telling also 

provides a temporal structure to which individuals and groups can identify to make sense of 

their own personal and collective histories.  

 Second, we discuss the uses managers have for different historical narratives. We 

posit that the main reason why managers develop historical narratives is to achieve certain 

strategic outcomes. Managers can use historical narratives as a way to manage changes in 

their internal and external environment
17

. In addition, they might be proactive and engage 

with history to produce changes in the organizational environment
18

. To produce or to adapt 

to these changes, managers target different organizational outcomes, such as developing the 

organization’s culture
19

, building identity
20

, promoting authenticity
21

, and/or enhancing 

legitimacy
22

. To achieve these outcomes we expect managers to produce different historical 

narratives depending on the organization’s strategic purposes and the audiences they want 

to address. Thus, the value of a historical narrative as a resource is dependent on the ability 

of the manager to develop an appealing historical narrative that might be used to achieve 

the organization’s intent while addressing its primary audience
23

. 

 The paper begins with a brief overview of how history has been discussed in the 

business history and organization studies literatures with a focus on the use of historical 

narratives as organizational resources. We then move to a discussion of the circumstances 

when historical narratives are developed and the rhetorical purpose of historical narratives. 

Next, our focus shifts to the four main strategic outcomes of historical narratives. We 

theorize when managers are more likely to develop different historical narratives depending 

on how they want to manage and address a specific organizational outcome. We conclude 
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by speculating about the possible future directions of our research by identifying different 

avenues for studying historical narratives as organizational resources. 

History as a resource 

It has long been recognized that history is a strategic resource. From as early as the first 

discussions of the resource-based view of the firm
24

, there has been the recognition that 

history can strategically advantage firms. There is, however, disagreement about why 

history is a resource. One approach sees history, and the value it provides, as resulting from 

the unique and specific paths taken by the organization. The experiences gained from 

travelling these paths, when accumulated, create causal ambiguity around why firms do 

things the way that they do. The past of the organization is considered an indelible piece of 

its identity—in many cases forming the backbone of the corporate DNA or organizational 

culture. An organization’s history is grounded in the facts of the past and, as such, it can be 

a source of great strength or, conversely, an impediment to the organization
25

. As a result, 

the firm is either trapped or advantaged by the deeds of past managers and the luck of the 

draw, which is usually of great significance to the organization and how it operates
26

. 

 Furthermore, these distinct paths confer an advantage on firms because they create 

resource heterogeneity. Events happen to the organization and these are passively 

accumulated and aggregated into 'the past'
27

. As organizations develop and mature they 

acquire different resources that can be protected and leveraged. The possession of different 

resources makes available many alternative choices and permits managers to make different 

decisions and to take different strategic actions. The past is merely another "'object' of the 

organization"
28

 that can be collected and stored. When a firm’s history is understood as an 

object, managers are put in a position where they are compelled and limited by the 
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historical trajectory of the organization. They are expected to make strategic decisions on 

the basis of the paths the organization has travelled and the assets it has accumulated. In 

other words, history is an organizational resource because of past experience and asset 

accumulation. 

 Although the view of history as object is a popular approach in strategy and 

organization theory, some scholars have called into question the contention that history is 

an object of the organization
29

. In contrast, history can be understood as knowledge that is 

collected and meaningfully interpreted about what happened in the past
30

. How the 

historical knowledge of an organization is reconciled, presented, and discussed then 

becomes the focus of a manager and not the event itself. The emphasis is on the 'packaging' 

of the organizational past and its significance for a specific set of stakeholders
31

. This 

epistemological position explores how history is built, constructed, and conveyed to those 

both inside and outside the organization
32

 as well as how knowledge is collected, and then 

deployed.
33

 The implication is that history is not something that organizations accumulate; 

it is a process that managers control and shape. Managers are able to shape the past of the 

organization to meet its current and future needs
34

. The source of the firm’s competitive 

advantage rests in the causal ambiguity around the processes that managers use to collect, 

interpret and disseminate knowledge about the organization’s past. Moreover, through this 

process managers construct histories that are unique to the organization.  

 The aforementioned distinction relating to history is fundamental to the study of 

history as a resource. If history is a mere product of historical circumstances then history 

acts only a catalyst to enhance (or diminish) other organization assets (e.g., location, 

learning, alliances). In contrast, if history is malleable and the product of managerial skill in 
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producing knowledge about the past, then history can be used strategically to meet the 

needs of specific organizational goals in particular situations.  

 Yet, if history is a resource produced by a process of developing knowledge of the 

past, how this knowledge is strategically developed needs further explication. We argue 

that history is produced in and through narratives of the past. Theses narratives are 

developed to cope with change and uncertainty
35

 as well as stability and continuity. As 

such, this makes them particularly valuable tools for managers to use to achieve their goals. 

Nevertheless, why this is done and when this occurs is still opaque. There is some 

understanding about why managers leverage their historical narratives and there is some 

recognition that the use of history varies by situation and circumstance
36

. What is missing, 

however, is a nuanced discussion about why managers build and use historical narratives 

and the different circumstances when different narratives are used. In the following sections 

we explore these two questions.  

Construction of historical narratives 

History is one of those words that encompasses different meanings within different 

communities
37

. Mainstream organization theory has traditionally conflated history with the 

past and has focused on the influence past events and situations have on organizations. 

Business history, in contradistinction, is generally understood as the work of a professional 

historian or as the output of historical research aimed at reconstructing the past in narrative 

form. The recent rapprochement between the two fields, however, provides researchers the 

opportunity to explore the use of historical methods to inform organizational theorizing
38

 

and to apply theoretical concepts and frameworks to develop historical analysis
39

. 
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 A third and less developed approach has also emerged from the confluence of 

business history and organization theory. This approach, often called the 'uses of the past', 

examines how the past can be used as an organizational resource when it is historicized. In 

other words, research focuses on how managers and organizations interpret, appropriate, 

and mobilize the past through the development of historical narratives. History, from this 

perspective, is not something that happens to an organization; it is a narrative constructed 

around the past that frames the way an organization is viewed which provides guidelines 

about how it should be managed.   

 To further develop this perspective we integrate the organization studies and 

business history literatures to theorize about the circumstances when historical narratives 

are produced in organizations. We acknowledge that managers are storytellers and that the 

stories they generate lead to and enact important organizational outcomes. We also concur 

with business historians that history and the past are not the same. If we recognize that 

history is not a given, but is a narrative construction subject to the dynamics of cultural 

production, we need first to understand the factors that influence managerial interpretations 

of the past and the past of their companies. That is, we need to understand the different 

approaches managers can have toward history, to whom they direct their narratives, how 

they create identification amongst their audience and, finally, the different situations when 

strategic historical narratives are used, changed, and renewed over time. 

Approaches to History 

 When managers develop historical narratives they can either embrace a more realist 

or constructivist approach to their organization’s past
40

. An ideal-type, realist account of 

corporate history emphasizes that it is an ‘objective’ and true account of the organization’s 

past. This realist, historical narrative is usually a 'grand history' of the corporation that is 
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framed as a detailed, truthful account of who did what, when, and where in a coherent and 

integrated set of events. The realism of the narrative is often supported by deep archival 

research and the use of historical sources. Organizations can, and often do, hire professional 

historians to develop their realist historical narratives. The historians' knowledge of 

archival research, his/her ability to write an objective history, and the status of the historian 

as a professional helps managers argue for the truthfulness of their accounts vis-à-vis other 

historical narratives of the organization’s past. 

 Another managerial approach to constructing historical narratives is more 

constructivist. The historical narrative is more or less open to multiple interpretations and, 

in some cases, is a matter of invention. An extreme version of a constructivist, historical 

narrative would exhibit little difference from other kinds of stories organizations tell. A 

more moderate view, however, recognizes that although history is constructed based on a 

set of sources and remains from the past, the importance and the meanings acquired by the 

historical sources are malleable and change over time. Each historical narrative is 

considered to be only one version of the past and is merely a partial account of the totality 

of what once occurred. Historical evidence emerges from the vested interests of the 

manager in telling a story and the uses s/he has for the remnants of the past.  

Depending on a manager’s approach to history, different sources are used to support 

and make sense of the story they want to convey to an audience. Historical sources tend to 

be more prominent and significant when organizations are concerned with the veracity and 

truthfulness of its account of the past. Historical sources are of lesser importance if a 

fabricated historical narrative has particular strategic value. Nevertheless, a historical 

narrative has to be “convincing and accepted”
41

 if it is to have strategic value. This means 

that historical narratives have to be coherent (i.e., the story must make sense) and consistent 
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(i.e., it must be grounded in the past) to be effective as resources
42

. How this happens 

depends greatly on how managers address the audience of the historical narrative and 

whether they encourage identification through similarity or difference. 

Strategic orientation 

Historical narratives connect the past, present, and future of an organization. 

Managers construct historical narratives to make sense of what was done in the past and to 

identify links between the past with the present. The past is a rich source of knowledge and 

experience that can be appropriated and recycled; but the past can also be a liability
43

. 

Moreover, the future can be experienced as the past
44

, and might provide important 

information to the development of organizational strategies aimed at avoiding harmful 

trajectories or achieving a desired situation in the future. As a result, the way managers see 

the past impacts their use of history as a valuable strategic resource
45

.  

Managers engage with history to emphasize either continuity or change with the 

organization's past
46

. Depending on their perception of the past, managers might chose to 

revive and reinforce past values and behaviours, or they might prefer to break with the way 

things have been done and develop new practices and traditions
47

. When the past is seen as 

an impediment to the future development of the organization, historical narratives might be 

used to emphasize change. For instance, past managers and events might be blamed for the 

present situation of the company and provide an opportunity for new strategic actions and 

the elaboration of alternative futures
48

. Alternatively, when the past is seen as a source of 

distinctiveness and competitive advantage for the company, managers might develop 

historical narratives that tap into the past to provide a sense of continuity with the present
49

. 

In any case, continuity and discontinuity will never be polar opposites when writing 

history
50

.  



 10 

Managers might also choose to discontinue some practices and values and not 

others. In other words, history might be used to rebut certain practices and legitimate 

others, as well as a way to revive successful legacies from the past. As Brunninge 

persuasively argues, "history is used ideologically in order to explain, teach and justify the 

management practices that are important to the company"
51

. His research has shown how 

managers at Scania have extensively used historical examples and made references to the 

past of the company to justify its standalone strategy, as well as to criticize a takeover 

attempt from Volvo in 1999. In both situations, the case of the Italian truck maker Iveco 

was used as a negative example of corporate strategy, at the same time as other positive 

examples from history were deployed to reinforce the organic growth strategy embraced by 

the management team at Scania
52

. 

Managers at Scania also skilfully used history to recover Scania’s modular 

philosophy. The success of the modular system led to the taken-for-grantedness of the 

modularization philosophy by the company’s employees. Over time, however, the company 

begun to experience quality problems as a result of the excessive focus by new employees 

on standardization. Managers realized that this was a consequence of the changed meanings 

attributed to the modular system. The solution they offered was to revive the original 

modularization philosophy, by producing a booklet with the history of the approach to 

educate new employees about this important organizational tradition. 

Forgetting, instead of remembering, is another way in which the past is strategically 

used within organizations. Managers might emphasize a rupture with the past to welcome a 

new present
 53

. For example, they might wish to forget the recent past of the company to 

revive its golden years
 54 

or, alternatively, they might want to highlight continuity with 

recent history of the company instead of focusing on a long forgotten past. The history of 
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Handelsbanken, whose history dates back to 1871, is a company where managers and 

employees only reference the history of the bank from the 1970s onward, forgetting almost 

100 years of the bank's past. This can be explained by the fact that in the 1970s the bank 

transformed its identity to emphasize the decentralization of its operations. As a result, 

when people make reference to the history of the company, they hardly account for the 

years prior to this watershed period, forgetting both good and the bad from the distant past. 

What this and the other examples suggest is that historical narratives can be important 

strategic resources for managers to leverage when contemplating strategic decisions about 

organizational continuity or change. 

Producing identification 

Historical narratives are forms of organizational rhetoric that provide accounts of 

the organization's past. The use of rhetoric, in the tradition of the 'old' rhetoric, was aimed 

at persuading a specific audience. In this sense, organizational rhetorical history was 

defined as "[…] the strategic use of the past as a persuasive strategy to manage key 

stakeholders of the firm"
55

. But the old rhetoric's focus on persuasion is biased towards the 

rhetorician and pays little attention to the audience. The 'new' rhetoric, we argue, is a 

stronger approach to understand how managers use historical narratives to not just persuade 

but to produce 'identification'
56

. 

The rhetorical function of a historical narrative is primarily the creation of 

identification with a given audience. Identification – which also implies difference –, is 

produced through the use of history as a means of  'consubstantiating' different elements in 

a unit and 'distinguishing' amongst them and others
57

. But identification does not equal 

persuasion. While the old rhetoric saw persuasion as a matter of planned design, the new 

rhetoric considers identification as a process of co-construction. Identification with an 
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organization is co-created by managers, who construct the narrative, as well as the audience 

who identify with the organization. Historical narratives are thus framed to enhance the 

identification and/or difference amongst specific audiences. 

Previous research has demonstrated that historical consciousness is integral to the 

work of managers in organizations. Historical narratives provide a way for managers to 

reflect on their "[…] past activities to explain, justify and initiate new actions"
58

. Through 

history-telling, managers make sense of the past for themselves and for others
59

. 

Reinterpretation and re-signification of the corporate past turns it into a useful resource in 

the hands of managers to develop new strategies and build identification with internal and 

external audiences
60

. As both the previous examples of Scania and the Handelsbanken 

show, the historically informed management philosophies at the two companies "[…] 

contributed to clearly distinguishing the companies from their competitors"
61

. In both cases, 

history-telling the corporate past was a strategy for generating identification and gaining 

support from internal and external audiences to the strategic plans and actions intended by 

the organizations. Supporting strategic moves with historical narratives thus enhances the 

credibility of managerial claims to uniqueness, which provides a rationale for different 

people to identify with the organization
62

. 

The construction of historical narratives is, therefore, a process of creating a shared 

collective past
63

. By connecting the past, the present, and the future in a historical narrative, 

managers create a valuable resource that brings people together from different times and 

places into a coherent whole. Patterns of interlocked events converge to produce a shared 

state of affairs that other organizations are unable to recreate. Managers, thus, engage in the 

rhetorical development of historical narratives as part of their strategy making process
64

 by 

generating identification within the organization's audiences. 
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Audience of narrative 

 A historical narrative is more than just the story the manager wants to tell. The 

significance and the meaningfulness of a historical narrative can only be understood by 

gauging the impact it has on an audience. A manager’s approach to identification (i.e., 

difference or similarity of the organization) will depend upon the audience to which the 

historical narrative is addressed. We distinguish between internal and external audiences of 

historical narratives in organizations. Internal audiences are the internal organizational 

stakeholders, i.e. organizational members and people that work closely with the 

organization. External audiences are conceived as the various external stakeholders of the 

organization (e.g. clients, investors, state agencies). 

 The degree of malleability in historical accounts is always a subject of contestation 

and dispute by organizational stakeholders. Internal and external stakeholders might 

embrace different understandings of history and might have distinct vested interests in a 

particular version of the corporate past
65

. This might lead to stakeholders questioning the 

whole, or the parts, of the historical narrative. For instance, the history of the organization 

might be dismissed because it is only a partial account of the organizational past. Thus, 

historical narratives that focus only on top-managers' actions and achievements might be 

questioned because of the overemphasis on an ideological, managerial and/or evolutionist 

view of an organization’s history. Much of the critique raised by feminist business history 

has focused on this partial, gendered view of the managerial past reproduced both by 

practitioners and academics
66

. 

 Stakeholders might also question a historical narrative because of inconsistencies in 

the plot, the characters or the theme. An organization’s silence about, or rendition of, a 

specific event could raise questions about the actors of the story, their roles and the causes 
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of specific outcomes. Some stakeholders might even demand the inclusion of specific 

persons and events in the historical narratives and/or might also question the tone in which 

a given account is framed. For example, McKenna's attempt to bring the ghost-writer back 

in the story is one example of historical revisionism that calls for a better understanding of 

the influence of a specific actor in crafting a view about the past of General Motors and the 

subsequent development of organizational theory
67

. Similarly, Bell recognizes that 

organizational narratives are often the source of conflict because of differing stakeholder 

opinions about how the past should be historicized.
68

 And McQuarrie's study of the World 

Wrestling Entertainment (WWE) emphasizes how the past can be open to public debate and 

interpretation
69

 even when an organization takes steps to distort and hide past events from 

external stakeholders. That said, from a managerial perspective what is at stake is never the 

reality of the past in and of itself. In fact, what is at stake is the ability of the organization to 

generate identification by aligning the knowledge of its audiences with their expectations of 

the past. 

Summary 

 The preceding discussion has sketched the main characteristics of organizational 

historical narratives. As such, we identified some of the aspects leading to the creation of 

historical knowledge through narratives. First, managers can approach history from a more 

realist (i.e., as a narrative that mirrors the past) or more constructivist (i.e., as narrative that 

interprets the past from the perspective of the present) stance. The way mangers approach 

history will affect how they choose to construct their historical narratives.  

 Second, the way managers perceive the past also influences the narratives they 

create. The past provides the grounds for different strategic orientations, working as a 

source for change or continuity with a given state of affairs. Third, historical narratives are 
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valuable because they produce identification. Managers use history to emphasize 

organizational similarity or difference with a given set of categorical attributes and the 

expectations of different organizational stakeholders. Finally, managers and stakeholders 

are recognized as co-producers of organizational historical narratives. Internal and external 

audiences have a voice in the construction of organizational historical narratives and these 

voices can be used to question and, in some cases, disrupt the story the organization wants 

to tell. 

Outcomes of historical narratives 

The discussion that follows is an attempt to further open the black box
70

 of how historical 

narratives might be used as strategic tools to achieve specific organizational outcomes. We 

draw on the existing, albeit scant, literature about organizational historical narratives to 

theorize about how the manager’s goal of producing identification in different audiences is 

affected by the strategic use of historical narratives. Our discussion of the different 

conditions when this occurs will demonstrate not only why historical narratives are 

valuable but also how managers use them. In Figure 1 we present a typology of the four 

main outcomes that might be achieved through the strategic use of historical narratives in 

organizations. 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Insert Figure 1 here 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 Our position is that managers use historical narratives to achieve four main goals. 

Narratives of an organization’s past can be used to build identity, create culture, promote 
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legitimacy, and generate authenticity. Managers build identity by developing historical 

narratives that highlight the uniqueness of the organization for internal audiences. These 

historical narratives emphasize the distinctive and constitutive factors that make the 

organization different from all others and the features that underline the superiority of its 

practices in relation to other organizations. But managers can also use historical narratives 

to build organizational culture and to promote the spread and reproducibility of internally 

desired behaviours (e. g. promoting commitment, motivating employees and strengthening 

the organization’s culture and values). When the historical narrative is internally focused 

and the emphasis is on similarity, the outcome is the production of a corporate culture that 

provides a sense of permanence, belonging, and transcendence. 

When the strategic objective is organizational legitimacy, managers will develop 

historical narratives that emphasize the similarity of the organization to a given set of 

standards and expectations of audiences external to the boundaries of the firm. The 

intention is to produce a historical narrative that demonstrates how the organization fits into 

the organizational field or industry by adhering to its main institutional logics and rules. In 

a different fashion, when the main purpose is to create authenticity, the historical narratives 

will still focus on a message to external stakeholders, but in this case it will emphasize the 

uniqueness of the organization vis-à-vis other organizations in the field. That is, the goal is 

to distinguish the organization and its products from others based on an argument about 

their distinctive origins, their intrinsic qualities, and their particular connection to a set of 

social values and expectations. In the sections below we discuss, in detail, these historical 

narratives and how they are used to achieve each different outcome. 

Organizational Identity 
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 Historical narratives are a key component of the process organizational identity 

construction
71

. Managers use narratives about the past to create coherence within the 

organization
72

. To do so they need to create or revise their historical narratives so that they 

are aligned with the expectations of their audiences and their desired future identities
73

. 

Additionally, organizations make sense of their future by thinking in future perfect tense
74

. 

They creatively construct their desired future identities by looking at the future as 

something that has already happened, i.e. as the past. Organizations thus present specific 

historical narratives to connect the organization’s past, present and future identity
75

. In 

other words, historical narratives are valuable for the creation of organizational identity 

because they can be leveraged to explain how the organization maintained, regained or 

recovered its character
76

, how the identity of the organization has been nurtured over time 

and how it should be developed so the organization might achieve its future goal(s). 

The work of Anteby and Molnár demonstrates how the Société Nationale d’Études 

et de Construction de Moteurs d’Aviation (Snecma) - a French aviation company - was 

successfully able to maintain one important trace of its identity by carefully editing the 

main narrative about the corporation's past
77

. Snecma's identity has always been linked to a 

patriotic national discourse. The company, previously known as Gnome et Rhône, was 

nationalized after WWII because of its unpatriotic, wartime behaviour. Thus, from 

inception, Snecma was "saddled…with a heavy onus of proof of patriotism"
78

. This unique 

feature of its creation, the link between the organization and a national project of 

development, has been constantly reemphasized and reinforced through organizational 

history-telling. History became even more important when the connection between the 

organization’s identity and French nationalism was threatened by the contradiction between 
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its corporate ideology and its practices. By systematically omitting historical characters and 

information about the past as well as framing past organizational events in a more positive 

light, managers were able to maintain the nationalistic claims as an integral part of 

Snecma's organizational identity. 

The findings from Anteby and Molnár emerged from a comparison of the collective 

memory of Snecma's employees and the company’s reports and bulletins. This comparison 

fueled their argument that "contradictory elements of Snecma’s past were mainly left out 

from the firm’s ongoing rhetorical history
79

. They identified two main mechanisms used to 

shape the historical narratives to reinforce Snecma's Frenchness. The first was the use of 

'structural omissions'. The official historical narrative of the company was constructed to 

deliberately omit some important events related to the company's past. These omissions 

from the company’s historical narrative were used to hide key aspects of its history that, if 

uncovered, could have undermined its claim as a French organization. The second was 

'preemptive neutralization', or the attempt to neutralize the negative effects of contradictory 

situations in the company's past. The managers of the organization created historical 

narratives that focused upon the company's values. The company was thus able to produce 

an enduring organizational identity strongly linked with French national identity by 

presenting a historical narrative that repeatedly diminished or muted the influence of 

foreign workers and scientists. Except for the memory shared by the old former employees 

of the organization, this foreign side of the corporate past was completely unknown to 

internal stakeholders as a result of the strategic forgetting activities of the organization. The 

company's historical narratives de-emphasized the importance of the foreign workers and 

reinforced the similarities shared by the French workers thus marking the company as 
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unique in the industry. In so doing, the official historical narrative was leveraged as a 

resource to strengthen the organization’s identity and its position as one of the pre-eminent 

“French” corporations in France. 

Historical narratives can also be used to promote or facilitate organizational identity 

change. In their study of organizational identity change at the LEGO Group, Schultz and 

Hernes
80

 identified the importance of leveraging corporate history to articulate a future 

view of the organization’s identity. They argued that organizational identity reconstruction 

is intrinsically connected to the revision and evocation of the past and that rediscovering the 

corporate past has a major influence on the future identity claims of the organization. Thus, 

the broader, the longer, and the deeper the memory of an organization about its past, the 

more opportunities it will have to rework its past to provide an adequate basis for action in 

the present to sustain the organization’s plans for the future. The managers at LEGO were 

able to reinterpret the past by managing the company’s historical assets and identifying a 

common historical past that differentiated and distinguished the organization. This active 

reinterpretation of the company’s history produced a new, encompassing historical 

narrative that oriented the company’s strategy to support the implementation of a newly re-

created historical legacy of the organization. This research thus shows how managers might 

skilfully appropriate some unique features of the organization’s past to build distinctiveness 

and pride in the eyes of the employees while reinforcing the claims that differentiate the 

organization in the present and to pave a way for the company into the future. 

Authenticity 

Authenticity, in our framework, is the counterpart to historical narratives aimed at 

producing identity. Similar to identity, authenticity is also a claim that can be accepted or 
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rejected by an audience
81

. But while the identity of the organization is built internally in 

connection with the employees and other internal stakeholders, authenticity is a form of 

impression management that focuses on the development of a unique image of the 

organization and its products for external audiences
82

. The use of historical narratives with 

a focus on authenticity is likely to occur when an organization wants to develop claims 

about the uniqueness of its brands or products to external stakeholders. This will mostly 

happen in industries where the products or services are relatively undifferentiated (e.g., 

financial services, cultural and creative industries)
83

. Because it is difficult for customers to 

distinguish between the offerings of many organizations such as banks
84

, coffee 

companies
85

 or distilleries
86

, presenting a compelling account of history that enhances an 

organization’s authenticity is one way to build in difference from other companies in the 

same industry. 

 Historical narratives are particularly useful at creating and reinforcing idiosyncratic 

authenticity defined as “the unique and often quirky aspects and history of an object to 

make it seem authentic”
87

. Idiosyncratic authenticity is particularly effective when the 

unique and historical aspects of organizations are used to demonstrate organizational 

difference. This difference is reinforced and expressed through narratives that explain how 

historical features contribute to the organization’s differentiation from other, like entities. 

As these historical narratives become more accepted they also become taken-for-granted 

and appeal to “a collective past, a link between modern society and an earlier social body”
88

 

that customers and clients embrace and promote as a true representation of a particular 

form. The customers of these organizations “know these stories and use them to motivate 

and justify visits and purchases; they also repeat them to friends and to others when they 



 

 21 

frequent the establishments or describe the products”
89

. When these historical narratives 

become taken-for-granted they become an essential, strategic component of demonstrating 

the distinctiveness of the organization to external stakeholders. 

 Jack Daniel’s is one example where historical narratives have been used 

strategically to emphasize the idiosyncratic authenticity of a brand. In his work on iconic 

brands, Holt
90

 uncovers the taken-for-granted connection between Jack Daniel’s and the 

historical conceptions of the frontier and the myth of the gunfighter. His historical research 

describes Jack Daniel's as a small company with little importance prior to the beginning of 

the 20
th

 century. Its prominence would rise only in the end of 1930s, when it became one of 

the only two Tennessee distilleries that relaunched after Prohibition. The early marketing 

efforts were based on existing liquor conventions and attempted to advertise Jack Daniel's 

as a luxury whiskey for upper-middle-class men. However, the company shifted its 

marketing focus after a serendipitous media campaign highlighted the connection between 

its product and the origins of the company. Jack Daniel’s further distinguished itself from 

other products by inventing, emphasizing and cultivating an association between its brand, 

the military, masculinity, and the frontier.
91

. Through well-developed historical narratives, 

expressed through national and international marketing campaigns, Jack Daniel's has 

become an iconic, authentic symbol of the cowboy and rural America. Moreover, because 

the connection between past historical narratives and the company are taken-for-granted, 

the company and the brand are seen as unique, authentic producers of American whiskey 

for a broad base of national and international customers. 

The association between Tim Horton's, Canada’s largest Quick Serve Restaurant, 

and Canadian hockey is another example of an organization that has used historical 
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narratives to imbue itself with idiosyncratic authenticity
92

 as a means of strategically 

demonstrating its uniqueness for, specifically, Canadian consumers. Through the 

appropriation of an existing tacit historical connection between the organization's 

beginnings and the founder’s involvement with professional hockey in Canada, Tim 

Horton's has explored and reinforced a connection between the company and the country in 

the Canadian collective memory. In the public’s eye Tim Horton's is an authentic Canadian 

company intrinsically linked to hockey, the country’s national sport. The historical 

narrative linking Tim Horton's with hockey has proven to be a fruitful way demonstrating 

that the company is a “real” Canadian company. The company has purposefully attached 

itself to the collective memory of its external audience members by fostering a connection 

between Canadian hockey and the company’s brand. As a result, the company has 

developed a meaningful way to differentiate itself from other fast-food companies in the 

industry by emphasizing its long-lasting connection with Canadian society and its preferred 

sport.  

 Another example of authenticity being produced through historical narratives is 

visible at Danish/Swedish dairy cooperative Arla. However, in this instance, the perception 

of the organization’s authenticity
93

 was disrupted by the emergence of a counter-narrative 

that criticized cooperatives for being undemocratic, monopolistic, and multinational. In the 

eyes of the Danish public, Arla’s success and position as the industry leader meant that the 

company no longer fit within the category of a cooperative. The result was that the 

company was criticized for being inauthentic because the company was perceived as "an 

(im)moral ideological actor that has betrayed its own historical origins as well as the 

Danish nation"
94

. In contrast, customers outside of Denmark, where people do not share the 
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same historical and ideological background about cooperatives, Arla continues to be seen 

as a successful, authentic business. The historical narratives of the company and its 

association with the cooperative movement have now become a source of liability to Arla's 

image within Denmark. The organization now faces a situation where the firm’s history as 

the leading the Danish/Swedish cooperative is not a source of distinctiveness and pride. 

Instead, the firm’s historical narrative is, in fact, a liability, because the audience no longer 

recognizes Arla as a cooperative but as another large global corporation. 

Legitimacy 

Organizations can build legitimacy by creating an appealing narrative of the past. The use 

of historically grounded arguments to generate legitimacy is an integral part of 

theorizations of change in many levels of analysis
95

. Historical narratives can legitimate 

organizations by making reference to important signifiers appropriated from a community’s 

past
96

. For example, the nation is a unit from which past objects, such as important events 

and cultural symbols, can be appropriated to provide legitimacy to the organization and the 

actions of managers
97

. An extreme case of appropriation occurs when the presented 

historical narrative lacks any direct connection to the organization. This is a relatively rare 

occurrence because of the need for the historical narratives to resonate with the 

stakeholders of the organization
98

. And, although historical narratives are unlikely to 

completely rely on appropriated objects, it is not out of the realm of possibility. 

 The use of historical narratives to build legitimacy is most likely to occur in two 

situations. The first is when organizations or some of its practices are new and lack a past 

of their own
99

. Without a past, the organization lacks any symbolic markers of legitimacy 

related to an industry and a set of stakeholders. Furthermore, without a past it can be 
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difficult to set a course for future action. In this case, organizations might use historical 

narratives to construct a story about the past by borrowing building blocks from the past of 

another organization or institution. Thus some organizations might be successful at 

legitimating themselves by constructing historical narratives that reference specific rules, 

values, and practices that were borrowed from foreign field(s) or organization(s). 

 Research on the introduction of new technologies and new market categories 

provide examples of the importance of referencing historical narratives to bringing about 

legitimate change. For instance, Hargadon & Douglas (2001) use Thomas Edison's design 

of the electrical system to explain why it is strategically important to pay attention to past 

institutional grammars. The authors describe how Edison's strategy for legitimating the 

electric light was based on mimicking the familiar design taken from the gas system. By 

cloaking his system with pre-existing schemes and scripts from the past gas system, Edison 

referenced past cultural symbols and created new historical narratives to make sense of and 

introduce new products and ideas. The legitimacy of new innovations and organizations can 

be thus created through historical narratives that frame theses novelties using familiar cues 

and knowledge from the past. The new electric lightning system tapped into some design 

skeuomorphs
100

, previously recognized historical design features known to the audience, as 

a way of signalling similarity with the existing gas system and thus legitimating the 

changes to a new technology. By framing the unknown system on familiar historical cues, 

Edison was able to appropriate the legitimacy of the existing system and extend it to the 

new electric light. 

 Organizations and/or groups also construct historical narratives to create and 

maintain legitimacy when their previous activities can be questioned and seen as 
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illegitimate. Taylor and Freer’s critical analysis of the politics of remembering America’s 

nuclear past demonstrates how the production of history is attached to a political and 

rhetorical process where different actors might impose their own preferred narratives
101

. 

This is especially true for businesses and industries highly sensitive to public opinion, as is 

the case of military and nuclear industries. The authors focus on the conflicting views 

between ‘objective’ organizational professionals and ‘interpretivist’ academic historians 

about the Hanford Site Historic District plutonium facilities. Looking at the production of 

history as an exercise of performative rhetoric and a site for ideological battles, Taylor and 

Freer demonstrate "how the struggle to maintain corporate hegemony is conducted through 

the production and reception of historical discourse"
102

. They demonstrate that history-

telling by the Hanford professionals was fundamental to support the continued existence of 

the organization and its memorable past. Thus, by developing a number of narratives the 

professionals at Hanford were able to neutralize negative critiques by attaching the 

corporate practices to a different historical mind-set, minimizing the agency of corporate 

actors, deemphasizing the negative consequences of its actions, and disseminating a 

depoliticized and objective view of the corporate past. And although the organization was 

unable to escape the criticism of academic stakeholders, the organization’s historical 

narratives were powerful enough to preserve the legitimacy of the organization and its past 

actions in the eyes of other external audiences.  

In other cases, the collective past of a group of organizational actors is so tarnished 

that, as a group, they strategically collaborate in an attempt to enhance their legitimacy 

within specific communities. To do so, they create a compelling historical account about 

their collective practices and products by drawing on past objects from nation states and 
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other social entities. Hills, Voronov & Hinings found that the need for legitimacy in the 

Ontario wine industry necessitated the creation and appropriation of new historical 

narratives to overcome the perception that Ontario wines were of inferior quality. They 

argue that the wine makers of the region used rhetorical history to overcome a stigmatized 

past to construct a new, borrowed, historical narrative that legitimated the entire strategic 

group
103

. The Ontario wine industry was able to re-invent itself based on a new institutional 

logic that the members of the industry developed by tapping into the global history of fine 

winemaking. Specifically, the wineries legitimated themselves by constructing narratives 

that emphasized their historical attachment to worldwide standards while, simultaneously, 

dismissing the stigmatized history of Ontario's wine production. By appropriating historical 

narratives about European winemaking, Ontario wine producers’ constructed their own 

historical narratives that legitimated their place in the global market while de-emphasizing 

their unflattering past. Through this strategic process of forgetting an unflattering side of 

their histories and praising the values of a European winemaking heritage, Ontario wineries 

successfully legitimated themselves and their products to Canadian customers, and were 

also able to gather recognition and approval in new international markets. 

Organizational Culture 

Organizations can change or maintain their cultures by enhancing and developing historical 

narratives. Historical narratives resonate within organizations precisely because they are 

developed to further enhance or to change the espoused values of the organization
104

. When 

historical narratives are constructed and then deployed the predominant aim, in this 

instance, is to infuse or re-infuse the organization with a set of values that are obvious and 

easily identifiable. The historical accounts that are told about the organization are 
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deliberately constructed to emphasize what it means to be part of a particular company, 

group or division
105

. Moreover, such an impression of organizational history is constructed 

to emphasize or reinforce specific values that are important to the organization in the 

present
106

. These may stay constant for many years or these values may change quickly. 

The main point is that when historical narratives are publicized they act as a mirror that 

reflects back the current values of the organization. 

The culture of Cadbury was created through a skilful process of historical 

association with Quaker traditions
107

. Over time, the connections between the company and 

Quakerism became a source of competitive advantage to the organization, which reinforced 

the historical narrative around the origin and importance of the company’s values. 

Rowlinson and Hassard reconstruct the historical process of organizational culture creation 

by demonstrating how managers selected specific characters and events that were best 

suited for inventing a corporate culture around Quakerism. Strategically connecting the 

organization’s values to a set of religious values through historical narratives provided a 

strong and stable base around which the corporate culture could be developed. The 

corporation embodied this specific set of religious values and established a foundation for 

an enduring culture among internal stakeholders. At the same time, by sending a message 

about the similarity between the values espoused by the corporation and the religious 

values embraced by the Quakers, Cadbury opened new avenues to encourage their 

employees to connect with the company that signalled consistency and coherence over 

time. 

The effortless association between inherited historical narratives and the new 

organizational myths and values managers want to inscribe in the corporate culture is not 
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always evident or easy. As Hansen argues in his study of Danish savings banks, historical 

narratives embedded in an organization's culture might be valuable resources as well as 

constraints for the organization. As long as the main cultural narrative of the organization 

remains unchallenged by external pressures, the organization’s culture should remain a 

strong, integrated ideological unit and, thus, a resource for the organization. But, as soon as 

external parties start questioning the historical narratives of the organization, its culture can 

become differentiated or fragmented among internal stakeholders. This process occurred 

and was exacerbated in the case of the Danish savings banks. The banks’ historical 

narratives became embodied in the Danish imaginary, which limited the banks’ ability to 

control their shared views about past values and traditions. Changes in the master narratives 

of Danish society during the 1960s and 1970s became sources of pressure on the 

democratic, cooperative, mutualistic, and not-for-profit values espoused in the savings 

banks' historical narratives. This cultural shock fostered the emergence of new narratives 

about the past. These new narratives facilitated the disintegration and fragmentation of the 

saving banks' integrated culture, which could be seen in the progressive emergence of a 

diverse organizational narratives, values, and goals. Hansen's analysis thus demonstrates 

how the cultural heritage of the Danish savings bank movement was reworked, resignified, 

and repurposed when exposed to competing institutional rationales, and how this has 

helped them to loosen the cuffs of their path dependence and afforded them the possibility 

of developing practices usually associated with commercial banks. 

Discussion 

The argument advanced in this paper is that historical narratives are resources managers use 

to achieve specific organizational goals. History, we argue, is a form of organizational 
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knowledge created though narratives of the past. Managers develop historical narratives to 

produce identification with internal and external audiences. They emphasize similarity to 

internal audiences when the desired outcome is creating organizational culture, and 

distinctiveness when the focus is on building identity. Likewise, when external audiences 

are addressed and the intended outcome is generating legitimacy managers will tell a 

history of similarity and to build authenticity managers will focus on a history of 

distinctiveness. Our analysis of the strategic uses of historical narratives is, thus, a first step 

in developing a more complex and nuanced comprehension of how historical narratives 

operate as valuable organizational resources. 

Our discussion of the strategic uses of historical narratives makes a number of 

contributions to our understandings of both organizational history and organizational 

theory. First, we posit that history can be approached from a realist or constructivist 

perspective and, because of this, different managers tell different narratives about the 

organization's past. Also, historical narratives will be produced within the depending on the 

strategic purposes and challenges faced by managers. In any case, this understanding 

should help managers recognize that historical narratives are malleable strategic resources 

that, when properly leveraged, can deliver value to the firm.  

 Our work also calls attention to managerial reflexivity and organizational history. 

The ability to identify different circumstances when history is presented in one’s 

organization can lead to changes in how historical knowledge is created, discussed, and 

presented to better serve the strategic purposes of the organization
108

. We have shown that 

historical narratives are more than just inert stories that organizations tell about the past. 

They are important organizational resources that can be strategically mobilized to 
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accomplish corporate goals. The way the story of an organization’s past is told will 

influence what the organization can do, how it can be done, and who will be involved with 

the organization in the future. Managers can identify different ways to build new historical 

narratives and to enhance current, effective organizational history-telling practices. Our 

work also points to ways that different groups can disrupt long-standing and taken-for-

granted historical narratives. Managers that recognize the different historical narratives told 

in their organizations can possibly take actions to create fertile situations where a particular 

form of historical narrative is welcome or where a form of historical narrative needs to be 

discouraged or eliminated. 

 Another contribution of our work has been to identify different outcomes that 

managers can address with historical narratives. These four outcomes are some of the 

important and common goals that managers strive for when leveraging their historical 

narratives. Nevertheless, it would be imprudent if we were to suggest that our discussion is 

exhaustive. What we have outlined is a preliminary, theoretical exploration of the different 

ways that historical narratives have been used strategically. The typology presented is 

intended to be a starting point for further discussions about the circumstances and the 

reasons why managers construct and use history to achieve the organization’s strategic 

goals. Future investigations would contribute to this stream of research by analysing how 

organisations pursue these four outcomes together or separately. It would be interesting to 

analyse if multiple historical narratives in organisations are coherent and how a sense of 

cohesiveness is achieved by managers through the (re)interpretation and skilful 

appropriation of past histories and (re)creation of the narratives of the organizational past. 
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Although our focus has been predominantly on the outcomes managers can achieve through 

the strategic use of historical narratives, we would be remiss if we did not mention that 

historical narratives also have the potential to be sources of organizational liabilities. There 

are two main cases when this might happens. The first is when negative past associations 

between an organization and its members/products are rediscovered and re-emerge as 

negative accounts of the corporate past. The discovery of “skeletons” in the corporate closet 

can create a great inconvenience for the company. These new discoveries could potentially 

be used to disparage the company to both internal and external audiences thus undermining 

the image and reputation of the organization.
109

 A second instance where historical 

narratives can become liabilities occurs when historical narratives loose flexibility and 

create self-reinforcing mechanisms that lessen the organizational performance and lead to 

organizational inertia
110

. When historical narratives become institutionalized
111

 and are 

taken-for-granted it is harder for managers to change them to adapt to new organizational 

realities. Both instances suggest that while managers attempt to control historical 

narratives, they are not able to control them in their totality. Historical narratives and most 

common interpretations of these stories will always be more or less open to counter-

historical narratives
112

. So, in contrast to official, managerial historical narratives, ample 

space exists for other groups, internal and external to the company, to make sense of the 

organizational past and to create alternative historical narratives
113

. 

These aforementioned points emphasize that historical narratives are co-constructed 

between managers the organization’s stakeholders. We see an organization’s historical 

narrative as only one version of the past and this version is always subject to critique and 

contestation. In fact, there is often a great deal of negotiation between managers and their 
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audiences towards the way a narrative should be written and the meaning that should be 

attributed to the story
114

. We argue that there is nothing definitive about a manager’s 

version of the corporate past, a position that puts us at odds with the existing literature on 

the ability of managers to use history for ideological purposes
115

. Thus, historical 

narratives, despite the promise and strategic value that they provide, are merely tools to be 

used by both managers and their audiences for different purposes. And these tools are best 

developed by skillful managers who understand that there can be many available versions 

of an organization’s past and that the strategic value of historical narratives depends on 

their ability to create a particular version of the past that fosters identification within an 

intended internal or external audience. 

Conclusion 

Our theoretical approach marks a departure from traditional, historically informed 

organizational theory and pre-linguistic turn business history. Instead, our focus has been 

on the managerial use of historical narratives. And, while much research has focused on 

history as an explanatory variable or a source for research methods, our discussion 

explained why historical narratives could be viewed as organizational resources. Although 

this is a different analytical lens from business historians and organizational theorists, we 

argue that it is important to recognize that some managers might also be skillful historians 

of the corporate past and that this skill can be an important used to achieve the strategic 

goals of organizations. Moreover, our discussion also indicates that a focus on the uses of 

the past in corporate settings is an opportunity for business historians to explore other, 

existing genres of narratives about the past. Thus, we have argued against a view of history 

as something that happens to an organization. We have also rejected the idea that history is 
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the exclusive output of the work of professional historians. Instead, we have argued that 

history is strategically created and recreated by managers in organizations. Our goal has 

been to enhance our understanding of how historical narratives are used strategically as 

organizational resources. In so doing we hope to open new avenues for research that can 

further extend the current integration between business history and organization theory.  
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                    Figure 1: Strategic uses of historical narratives 
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