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Submission deadline: 8 June 2011

Please make sure that you read all parts of the TMA and the guidance notes carefully before attempting this TMA.

About TMA 04

TMA 04 is based on Block 3, Units 4, 5 and 6. Unit 4 considers the dynamic contexts in which strategy occurs, Unit 5 introduces you to the strategic choice phase of the strategy process, and also discusses various tools and frameworks that enable managers to make sense of the choices they are faced with. Unit 6, in contrast, elaborates on the very act of deciding upon which choice to pursue; exploring the nature of strategic decision making, and the various approaches and challenges therein. TMA 04 gives you a choice about where to focus your attention within this material in answering an essay question. This TMA tests your ability to understand and critically engage with theory, and manage your arguments accordingly.

Learning outcomes and TMA 04

In completing this assessment you will develop and demonstrate:

Knowledge and understanding
· of key theories underpinning the strategy process, including how organisations analyse their environments and their capabilities, choose between potential strategic options, and overcome the challenges of implementing their strategies (learning outcome 3) 

· of decision-making processes, including the consideration of rationality in decision making, and the risks and ethical considerations involved in organisational decision making (learning outcome 4) 

· of the different levels at which strategies are made and implemented in organisations (learning outcome 6).

Cognitive skills
· thinking strategically in the context of a case study (learning outcome 7) 

· critical thinking, analysis and synthesis; including identifying and questioning assumptions, weighing evidence appropriately, identifying and challenging false logic or reasoning, and generalising in a way which recognises the limits of knowledge in strategy (learning outcome 8) 

· evaluation and comparison of competing perspectives from a variety of sources, including some informed by current issues or research developments (learning outcome 9) 

· the ability to argue relevantly and justify a point of view (learning outcome 10).

Key skills
· communication of complex information, arguments and ideas in ways appropriate to a business context and audience (learning outcome 11).

Practical and professional skills
· engagement, as appropriate, with practical and professional business strategy skills and ethical issues (learning outcome 16).

Word limit

2500 words

Please note: TMA 04 has three questions from which you are required to attempt only one.

Either
(a) Critically assess the development and use of dynamic capabilities, dynamic core competencies and strategic flexibility as a route to success for organisations facing strategic discontinuities in their environments. Illustrate your answer with suitable examples from B301 and/or your own experience.

or
(b) Discuss arguments for and against the suitability of an integrated cost and differentiation competitive strategy. Illustrate your answer with suitable examples from B301 and/or your own experience.

or
(c) Compare and contrast the strengths and weaknesses of two models of strategic decision making. Illustrate your answer with suitable examples from B301 and/or your own experience.

Guidance to students

In answering essay questions such as those set for this TMA, it is advisable that you start by developing an outline of how you intend to respond. This outline can then form the basis of the brief introduction that sets out the structure of the answer you are about to give.

You can choose to answer either Question (a), (b) or (c) but should not attempt to answer more than one. The focus of each of these questions is to demonstrate your understanding of and ability to critically engage with theory you have been introduced to in the relevant units of Block 3. There is plenty of material in these units to help you develop your answer. Please use illustrations that support your argument where appropriate. You may find that using a variety of examples helps you to mount an argument showing a number of sides to the question. Don’t forget to concentrate on the theory you are discussing rather than becoming overly descriptive of any examples you use – they are there to support your argument. When a question invites you to use examples ‘from B301 and/or your own experience’, the ‘experience’ referred to can include your wider reading and research not just your direct professional experience.

Remember also that essay questions of this nature require you to express a reasoned opinion, so please ensure that you do come to a clear and justified conclusion. Therefore, do not just repeat what you have learned but demonstrate that you can understand, evaluate and confidently discuss the relevant theories.

As always, demonstration of the depth of appropriate knowledge is preferable to simply demonstrating the breadth of your knowledge at the expense of answering the question.

In marking this TMA, your tutor will take into account the depth and coherence of your overall response, your critical use and engagement with an appropriate range of theoretical ideas, and your ability to use the essay format to argue clearly and convincingly in providing an evaluative response to your chosen question.

Specific guidance notes for each question

Question (a) requires you to demonstrate that you know what dynamic capabilities, dynamic core competences and strategic flexibility are, why they might be relevant and important as concepts, and what difficulties they might pose in practice. There is plenty of material on which to draw in Readings 9 and 10 in Readings for Block 3 as well as early in Unit 4 itself. However, remember that the key to a good mark in this assignment is to demonstrate your knowledge and understanding of what you have learned in a well structured discussion, rather than regurgitating module material. You need to ‘critically assess’ these concepts as a route to success – so make sure you expose their potentially problematic aspects as well as their more positive points. Good examples will go a long way to supporting you in this, as well as helping you develop and demonstrate a critical approach to information.

Question (b) on ‘integrated cost and differentiation competitive strategy’ requires that you understand and evaluate theories and concepts you have been introduced to in Unit 5. Part of your discussion should provide some context about the meaning and significance of competitive strategy to an organisation. You need to take a broad perspective in evaluating the arguments for and against the suitability of an integrated cost and differentiation competitive strategy. Simply repeating material from the unit will not provide you with an ideal answer. Your answer should demonstrate your ability to present and evaluate arguments for and against such a competitive strategy. You need to support both sides of the argument in your discussion with appropriate examples illustrating how and when such a strategy might or might not work. Such an approach will demonstrate your ability to critically engage with the question while forming your evaluative response.

Question (c) focuses on Unit 6’s treatment of the nature of, and approaches to, strategic decision making. Your answer should demonstrate that you can understand and evaluate the theoretical approaches to and criticisms of two of the models of strategic decision making described in Unit 6 section 6.1 (Rational, Political, Garbage-can and Sense-making). Again, merely repeating material from the unit will not provide you with an ideal answer. The challenge of this question is for you to select and evaluate what you see as the most important strengths and weaknesses of the two models you select. Again, you should use illustrations to support and enrich your answer.
