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Abstract

Purpose – Management practice is progressing at unprecedented pace and often academia is lagging
behind, if not totally irrelevant, both in management research and in education. This paper strives to
show how principles of pragmatism and action research are likely to increase the relevance of
management research and education.

Design/methodology/approach – A reflection based on a broad review of ontological and
epistemological issues leads to a call for philosophical re-foundation of management academia.

Findings – Pragmatism defines truth seeking as reducing doubt, and therefore necessarily includes
the notion of a client for the research effort. Action research is a practical embodiment of this approach
and deserves a more prominent role.

Research limitations/implications – The research limitations and implications are inherent in the
chosen methodology/approach: a viewpoint that hopefully stimulates others.

Practical implications – This paper makes concrete suggestions as to how to bring research and
education closer to the client to permit cross-fertilization and improve problem-solving processes.

Originality/value – The paper offers a meta-synthesis of ontological and epistemological
approaches to the theory-praxis gap. It outlines the imminent pertinence of pragmatism as a
philosophy and as a practice of management science and relates pragmatism to theory of action,
purporting pragmatist paradigms of management knowledge socialization.
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Paper type Viewpoint

Introduction
Innovation of management practices is happening everywhere and at a breathtaking pace.
Everywhere – except in academia? A century after John Dewey deplored fundamental
tensions in the “proper relation” between theory and practice (Dewey et al., 1904), much
management knowledge production and socialization (research and education) still takes
place in splendid isolation from praxis. This although both academics and practitioners
are evidently aware that the output of theory often fails to have impact on what
practitioners do: there is a lively debate ongoing on this shortfall that we sample in Table I,
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Authors Observed phenomena, dilemmas, critique

Ackoff (1978), Beyer and Trice (1982), Daniel
(1998), Fendt (2005), Gordon and Howell (1959),
Hambrick (1994), Hambrick(2005), Huff (2000),
Porter and McKibben (1988), Priem and
Rosenstein (2000)

Business world generally ignores, rarely applies,
research

Beyer (1982), Beyer and Trice (1982), Keleman
and Bansal (2002), Miner (1984), Whitley (1988)

Difficulty to render useful, to “utilize”, social
sciences research

Cheng and McKinley (1983), Koontz (1961, 1980),
Pfeffer (1993)

Multitude of research approaches is a sign of
immaturity of the field of management research

Schön (1982) Science ¼ “high ground of theory”, practitioners
operate in the “swamp of practice”

Beyer and Trice (1982) Distinction between adoption of a research idea
by decision-makers and its actual
implementation

Kilduff and Kelemen (2001), Pelz (1978) Distinction between conceptual use of research
by practitioners (enlightenment on the subject)
and instrumental use (act on results directly)

Shrivastava and Mitroff (1984) Practitioners and academics have different
frames of references regarding knowledge

Burrell (1989), Huczynski (1996), Miller et al.
(1997), Whitley (1988)

Managers widely read craftsman-type, first-hand
experience literature that does not meet scientific
standards (alternately dubbed
“Heathrow-literature”, airport books, literature on
principles, normative literature, guru literature,
etc.)

Abrahamson (1991), Abrahamson and Fairchild
(1999), Huczynski (1996), Jackson (2001),
Micklethwait and Woolridge (1996)

Management gurus, fashions and fads have more
impact on management action than research

Archer (1995), Argyris and Schön (1991) There is a dilemma between applying scientific
rigor and being relevant

Astley and Zammuto (1992) Practitioners and academics use different
language games

Rynes et al. (2001), Starkey and Madan (2001),
Weick (2001)

Relevance gap, great divide (between academia
and praxis)

Boland et al. (2001) Knowledge representations vs knowledge
transfer

Clegg and Ross-Smith (2003) Management knowledge from B-schools is rarely
surprising and remarkably formulaic

Donaldson (2005), Gapper (2005), Ghoshal (2005),
Hambrick (2005), Mintzberg (2005), Nord (2005),
Pfeffer (2005b)

Bad management theories are destroying good
management practices (especially regarding
corporate governance, ethics, taking
responsibility)

Burgoyne and Turnbull James (2006), Gibbons
et al. (1994), MacLean and MacIntosh (2002)

Mode 1 (academic predominance) vs mode 2
(priority of practical concerns) knowledge
production

Byrne (1986), Pascale (1990a,b) Body of management knowledge is occupied by
unopposed management fads

Donaldson (2002), Hambrick (1994), Leavitt
(1989), Mintzberg (2004), Mintzberg and Gosling
(2002), Pfeffer and Fong (2002)

Lack of coherence of management education and
lack of effectiveness for performance

(continued )

Table I.
Sample literature on the
theory-praxis gap

EBR
20,6
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and all kinds of solutions are being proposed to deal with what came to be called the
“relevance gap”, some of which we recall in Table II.

The synthesis in Table II suggests that many academics propose to fill the gap by
adopting practitioners’ agendas, i.e. by radically challenging dominant management
research paradigms. This is confirmed in Table III, which samples such proposals. The
purpose of this paper is to advance this discussion by revisiting pragmatism, a
philosophy of science that addresses the relationship between theorizing and practice,
but which is insufficiently present in academic curricula and research, particularly in
Europe, less so in the USA (Child, 1995; Koza and Thoenig, 1995). Given the dominant
research paradigms and the sociology of academia, many scholars engaging in practice
face a dilemma, which is that they “. . . live in two worlds. The first demands and
rewards speculations about how to improve performance. The second demands and
rewards adherence to rigorous standards of scholarship” (March and Sutton, 1997, p.
698). We argue that pragmatism allows dissolving this dilemma by focusing on asking
the “right” questions and providing empirical answers to those questions.

We start by discussing the ontological and epistemological reasons for the
theory-praxis gap, to then argue the imminent practicality and pertinence of
pragmatism as a philosophy and as a practice of management science. We then relate
pragmatism to theory of action and emphasize the necessity for a close collaboration and
cross-fertilization between researchers and their clients. We conclude with a call for action
research, and action learning, both pragmatist paradigms of management knowledge
acquisition and socialization that encourage active involvement of academics in solving
pertinent management problems and thus producing and socializing relevant
management knowledge. Relevant, that is, to practitioners in their problem-solving
process, and to the advancement of management science in both research and education.

Ontology, epistemology and the theory-praxis gap
Judging by published papers most management research is aimed at advancing theory,
seen as producing outcomes such as “if the environment becomes more complex, then
companies with decentralized decision making perform better.” It is then assumed that
this statement translates into a guideline for managers in the form “. . . in complex
environments, to improve performance, decentralize decision making.” We happen to

Authors Observed phenomena, dilemmas, critique

Czarniawska (2003) Body of knowledge that offers insight and
reflection on organizational practice is ignored
(“forbidden”); modernist ideas of control and
masculine ideas of mastery are preferred over
reflection

Suddaby (2006) (regarding application of Grounded Theory
Method) “[researchers] tend toward purist
idealism; repeat, reinforce many myths, rigid
rules . . . ”, “fundamental drift toward positivism”

Gosling and Mintzberg (2006) Management taught as if immaterial, abstract
formulae, case histories, flow diagrams. Only
useful if tested in practice Table I.
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Authors Proposed solutions

Schön (1982) Use one’s “repertoire of design knowledge” (experience, and
body of knowledge acquired during training) valid for classes
of situations and apply to the unique situation at hand

Blau (1994) “5 pathways of transformation”, e.g. expand developmental
periphery to include outside organizations

Hambrick (1994) Present and communicate management research better; “open up
the incestuous, closed loop of the academy’s conferences” (p. 13)

March and Sutton (1997) Create research that answers to two different “reputation
systems” (academia and praxis)

Pettigrew (1997) Double hurdle, double handles: management research must
meet scholarly quality standards and practical relevance

Huff (2000) Restructuring of the knowledge production process
Duderstadt (2000) Difference university-business school; “ongoing relationship

with . . . practice; closely coupled to needs of society. (. . .)
tightly linked to practice; respond more rapidly to changes
in society

Lorange (2002) Rejects Cohen and March’s (1973) “anarchy” metaphor for
business research and teaching; proposes (citing a private
correspondence with the LBS Dean G. S. Bain): “. . . a balance
between academic pursuits and providint relevance for
practitioners”

McKelvey (2002, 2003a,b)
Clegg and Ross-Smith (2003)

Distinguish science of objects, of subjects; latter more
appropriate frame for discipline of management. Introduce
“phronesis” (pragmatic, variable, context-bound)

van Aken (2004), Van Strien (1997) As do professionals, in design sciences: use the problem solving
cycle, or “regulative cycle”. Define the problem out of its
“messy” context, as in Schön’s (1982) “naming and framing”.
Then plan an action, apply it and evaluate it

van Aken (2004, 2005) Distinguish “design sciences” and “explanatory sciences”;
distinguish descriptive research ¼ organization theory, and
prescriptive research ¼ management theory
Use prescription-driven research: it is solution-focused, acts
from a player’s perspective, has a intervention-outcome logic,
has a research question seeking an alternative solution to a
class of problems, has tested and grounded technological rules
as research output, is of heuristic nature and is justified by
saturated evidence

Suddaby (2006) Avoid misreadings (and probable subsequent miswriting and
misteaching) of seminal texts; acknowledge context-relation
and human limitations

Samuelson (2006) A new definition of “rigor”: analytical and conceptual skills,
connections between social and environmental, challenge key
assumptions; voice values

This paper Management professors should adopt a stance rooted in
pragmatism, i.e. confront themselves and their certitudes with
reality, reality being the principal source of doubt which is in
turn the driving force for inquiry

This paper Accept the complexity and speed of cutting-edge management
in a globalizing world and invite these multiple realities into the
classroom

(continued )

Table II.
Examples of proposals to
bridge the theory-praxis
gap

EBR
20,6
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believe that this particular statement is essentially correct, and useful, and there is
ample academic literature in its support. But that is not the point.

The point is that in aspiring to reduce to such statements all knowledge required for
management, management research is following in the footsteps of physics and other
natural sciences. A theory in such sciences is a collection of statements in the form “if a
then b.” The assumption is that a manager versed in relevant theory would know that
doing x under conditions a will lead with reasonable certainty to conditions b, or as van
Aken (2004) would put it, that descriptive knowledge readily translates into prescriptive
rules, very much like knowledge of physics translates into design guidelines for an
engineer. As described by Simon (1969) natural scientists construct theories in
hierarchically organized abstractions whose complexity, specificity and applicability
increases as one move to lower levels. For each layer we do have to know “only that part
of the system that is crucial to the abstraction” with which we are dealing (p. 16).
“It is fortunate that this is so, for if it were not, the top-down strategy that built
the natural sciences over the last three centuries would have been infeasible. [. . .]
This skyhook-skyscraper construction of science from the roof to the yet unconstructed
foundations was possible because the behavior of the system at each level depended on
only a very approximate, simplified, abstracted characterization of the system at the
level next beneath. This is lucky . . . ” (pp. 16-7).

Simon attributes to luck (sic!) that the ontology of natural sciences – the nature of
reality under study – is such that the highly structured, formalistic epistemology – the
manner of acquiring truth about reality – is fruitful. We contend that social sciences in
general and management science in particular are not this lucky. Most management
practitioners know that this is so. Why? First, because organizations are complex
social systems (Thompson, 1967) composed of a multitude of unique, idiosyncratic
agents, endowed with intentionality, who interact in a non-linear way. Second,
organizations are open systems and therefore managerial problems are open-ended
and constantly expanding (Churchman, 1994). Third, management is inherently
interdisciplinary and requires difficult ethical judgments (idem). All this complexity
leads to unpredictability and complicates theory’s job of predicting the outcomes (King
and Cleland, 1978; Lorange and Vancil, 1977; Mintzberg et al., 1976; Steiner, 1979;
Wooldridge and Floyd, 1990).

Physics, when studying mutual attraction of objects, assumes that all their qualities
other than mass are irrelevant; shape, aesthetic appeal, usefulness or color do not
influence the dynamics of motion. Similarly, biologists studying the eating patterns of
mice do not individuate among subjects in the same experimental group and classical

Authors Proposed solutions

This paper . . . and vice versa bring the classroom to them, rather than
covering anachronistic canons of seemingly essential
knowledge skills for managers

This paper Rather than avoid subjectivity in research and teaching,
management faculty should seek and acknowledge researcher
interference (action research, action learning) as a source of
organizational change and innovation as well as of
management development Table II.
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economists choose not to open their “black boxes” and consider that differences in
performance of corporations stem exclusively from industry and market structures.
In this perspective strategic management is limited to industry selection according to
its “attractiveness”, rational choice of strategy based on the analysis of competitors’
strategies and acquiring the missing resources necessary for competing in a given
market (Porter, 1980). However, since Penrose’s (1959) The Theory of the Growth of the
Firm and emergence of the resource-based view of firms, conceptualized as systems of
tangible and intangible resources (Amit and Schoemaker, 1993; Dierickx and Cool,
1989; Montgomery et al., 1989; Wernerfelt, 1984, etc.), performance is regarded as the
result of the firm’s inimitable idiosyncratic resource system and its capability to
combine resources in order to build and leverage competencies (Hamel and Prahalad,
1994; Sanchez et al., 1996).

Recognition of the idiosyncratic nature of organizations poses a problem of
predictability and generalization (McKelvey, 1997). How can then theory built on
observation of other companies, even a great many of them, be applicable to a specific
individual company? It is possible only when what the theory addresses is truly
generic and isolated from influence by factors that may be unique to every corporation.
There are not many such theories.

Indeed, the vast majority of theoretical articles published by management journals
offer very tentative conclusions that were tested in limited empirical contexts. They
frequently contain disclaimers of validity of proposed theoretical statements, that
morph from the assertive “if a then b” into a much fuzzier “if something like a then it
could be that b,” and call for further research to affirm or disprove theoretical notions
advanced by the authors. These are usually calls in the wild, because other researchers
show little inclination or may lack the opportunity to pursue this particular agenda, and
anyway few articles offer theses that are sufficiently operational to be applied elsewhere.
Moreover, most top-rated journals call for articles that contain theoretical novelty. They
ask authors to be erudite, and most are, and display a good grasp of prior research, but
they concoct a “new theory,” which frequently is ad hoc and incorporates elements from
several possibly but not necessarily compatible sources. The result is that management
theory resembles a synapse neural network or a mycelium of branching, threadlike
hyphae and not at all a hierarchical structured tree of knowledge.

Yet dominant management theory is implicitly based on ontological assumptions
that are similar to those underlying natural sciences, as illustrated by scholars
(McKelvey, 2002, 2003a,b) who calls for reinvention of organization science through
methods that better justify beliefs, resting on more plausible truth findings without
ignoring the complexity of intricate, multi-causal reality of managers. His proposal is
multi-disciplinary, based on a merger of complexity, post-modernists ontology and
agent-based modelling, and rests on the belief that enriching the theoretical side of the
theory-praxis divide will make the gap go away. While specifics of McKelvey’s
proposals are novel, there is a distinguished tradition of this kind of optimism. Simon
himself thought in 1960 that duplicating “the problem-solving and
information-handling capabilities of the brain is not far off; it would be surprising if
it were not accomplished within the next decade” (Simon, 1960, cited in Weizenbaum,
1976, p. 245) Forrester, the inventor of systems dynamics displayed similar optimism
in a 1970 Congressional testimony, in which he stated that “the human mind is not
adapted to interpreting how social systems behave” and that until the advent of his and
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similar methodologies “there has been no way to estimate the behavior of social
systems except by contemplation, discussion, argument and guesswork” (Forrester,
1970, cited in Weizenbaum, 1976, p. 246), dismissing thus as inferior “the ways in
which Plato, Spinoza, Hume, Mill, Gandhi, and so many others have thought about
social systems” (Weizenbaum, 1976, p. 246). Skinner (1974) decries “the disastrous
results of common sense in the management of human behavior” and proposes as
remedy scientific analysis. While we do not object to developing “more scientific”
theories, we are sceptical that this would necessarily lead to the narrowing of the gap.
For one, most managers we know would not abdicate their decision-making
responsibilities to scientific models. There are human functions for which computers
and scientific theories “ought not be substituted. It has nothing to do with what
computers can or cannot be made to do. Respect, understanding, and love are not
technical problems” (Weizenbaum, 1976, p. 270).

Most management scientists do not explicitly address esoteric ontological
assumptions and epistemological strategies discussed so far. Rather, such
assumptions are socialized into many of us, in a business academic environment
that increasingly moved away from practice (Mintzberg, 2004; Schlossmann et al.,
1987; Whitley, 1988) and thus implicitly follow the lead of the likes of Simon, Forrester,
Skinner and McKelvey. Thus, we are an army that patiently strive to construct the
building blocks of the grand theory that, one day, will improve management practice.
Without engaging further here into the lively nomothesis vs idiography debate we
wish to state that so far this is wrong, or at least does not often work. But do we know
what the right ontological assumptions are? Yes, but only in the vaguest of terms;
social reality has hitherto proven elusive to that kind of characterization, and
fortunately so, as some would argue, on humanistic grounds (Weizenbaum, 1976),
because we are part of that reality, and acquiring excessive self-knowledge and
self-control would take the spice out of life, transform beyond recognition the essence
of the human condition. Fortunately, the epistemology suggested by pragmatism
needs far fewer ontological assumptions than the dominant paradigms. Indeed, it
focuses on interfacing science and practice, and defines the notion of truth in a manner
that renders it imminently practical, regardless of the nature of reality at hand.

Pragmatism and management research
Pragmatism (Dewey, 1929; James, 1907; Peirce, 1992; Peirce, 1998) is a philosophy of
science that emphasizes the link between action and truth, arguing that the ultimate test
of a belief is the willingness to act on it. One might be tempted to characterize it with the
catchphrase “put your money where your mouth is”, if it were not that one of the great
masters himself provides us with more colorful “truth’s cash value” (James, 1907, p. 200)
or “the true is only the expedient” (James, 1907, p. 222). Pragmatism aims at creating
useful knowledge by addressing pressing, contemporary problems and translating
acquired knowledge into action. To pragmatists, scientific knowledge is useful when it
helps people to better cope with the world or to create better organizations. The notion of
usefulness applies across two dimensions: epistemological (is this information credible,
well-founded, reliable?) and normative (does this help advance our projects?) (Wicks and
Freeman, 1998). Pragmatism seeks to link action and truth, and not trade one off for the
other, as many scholars seem to believe. Even van Aken (2004), a fervent proponent of
relevance in research and teaching, paraphrases March and Sutton (1997) in one of his
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pleas that management research be more grounded in action: “A quest for field-tested
and grounded technology rules, which in the field of management will be predominantly
qualitative and heuristic by nature, means trading the priestly beauty of truth for the
soldiery glory of performance” and continues to regret that this “may be too high a price”
(van Aken, 2004, p. 242). We in turn regret this either-or or dilemmatic view of the
tensions between rigor and relevance and between theory and practice. It stems from a
popular yet imprecise and populist reading of Pragmatism, as a means of cutting
corners, “tolerating anything that flies.”

James and Dewey considered pragmatism as a way of transcending the irresolvable
philosophical and metaphysical dilemmas. Rorty (1985, p. 5) notes that both fathers of
American pragmatism considered that in general, philosophy should be used as a
“forum in which people can talk how to fulfil their needs, which beliefs work to get them
what they want, without running into Platonic or Cartesian impasses” (cited by Wicks
and Freeman, 1998). Pragmatists consider confrontation with reality through action as
the principal source of doubt, which in turn feeds scientific curiosity and becomes the
driving force to inquire in order to settle that doubt. Thus, action and the interrogations
stemming from it are what drive the agenda of science (Peirce, 1992, 1998). Pragmatism
accepts all well constructed paradigms of scientific inquiry as valid when they are
appropriate, that is where the nature of studied reality is such that the paradigm leads to
useful results. Put it differently, an epistemology is valid when ontology fits. This, of
course, may strike some as a tautology, and it is, but only within the closed
self-referential system of dominant scientific logic. Considered as a belief that drives
one’s scientific posture it is powerful and has far reaching consequences. There is an
asymmetry in the relationship of pragmatists and scientists adhering to dominant
paradigms. The former respect the latter, and are willing whenever they judge it useful
to employ their methods and finding; the contrary is unfortunately not true.

Pragmatists, or at least some of them (Ackoff and Emery, 1972; Churchman, 1968,
1970, 1971, 1979), see causality as being capable of accounting for only a fraction of
social reality. Many phenomena are co-produced by multiple other phenomena, each of
which is necessary but insufficient. Furthermore, the producers interact with each
other in producing their product: they form a system, a collection of elements whose
constituents are bound together by virtue of their co-production of the product, and
which can be considered a cause only collectively. Unlike in General Systems Theory
(von Bertalanffy, 1968), which views systems as sets of interrelated elements and
focuses on the study of the structure of their relations, the pragmatic view of system is
functional, focusing on the finality of the whole.

One is tempted to conclude that this systemic view of reality can easily be accounted
for through classical statistical techniques such as multivariate analysis, which after all
handle “multiple causes” pretty well. True, but only to a limited extent. Indeed, another
basic tenant of pragmatism, a key ontological assumption if you will, is that social
reality is populated by teleological systems that are capable of pursuing different ends in
the same environment and maintain and end across a range of contextual conditions
(Ackoff and Emery, 1972). This is, we argue, nothing more than to reaffirm the old
philosophical stance of primacy of free will over determinism: purposeful systems, such
as people or organizations, are capable of behavior that transcends rules and of intent to
do so. Therefore, any deterministic model of such behavior, while potentially useful and
contributing to understanding, has the potential of becoming invalidated. In fact many
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interventionist techniques of social sciences, for example in psychology or
organizational change agency, construct with their subject an understanding of
producers of their behavior only to facilitate and encourage transcending them in the
hope of achieving therapeutic effects or increased performance.

To a pragmatist any explicit model of a purposeful entity that identifies several
co-producers of a product – the kind produced by dominant management research – is
best assumed to be incomplete, even if it accounts for most of the observed variance in
dependent variables (Sachs, 1976, 1977). Indeed, if the model is complete and likely to
remain so in foreseeable future, then the entity is not purposeful, since it is incapable of
transcending its behavioral rules. While this may well be the case, to assume that it is not,
is a more prudent research strategy. The pragmatist is not against such models, but calls
for their use with caution rather than assiduousness or technocratic enthusiasm,
observing that such complete robust models are rare if they exist at all, and assuming that
there are co-producers which cannot be known explicitly at a particular point in time.

Pragmatic practice of management science
Pragmatism is a philosophy that invites deep commitment to practice. Three eminent
management scholars, Russell Ackoff, West Churchman and Donald Schön were trained
as philosophers, and told one of the authors that their personal choice to get involved
with practical problems was “to live their pragmatism.” Churchman was from 1954 to
1958 simultaneously the chief editor ofPhilosophy of Science and ofManagement Science
(which he founded), something hard to imagine in today’s compartmentalized academia.
In his guest editorial, published on the 60th anniversary of Philosophy of Science, he
complains bitterly about the gap between science and practice: “The journal seems to
spend most of its pages on the puzzles and imperfections of scientific theories, especially
those arising in that most confusing of all the disciplines, physics. Whether human being
should study physical nature, whether it is dangerous or ethical to do so, how such
studies relate to other human interests and activities; in fact, all the issues complicating
the study of physics are never discussed in the journal” (Churchman, 1994, p. 132).
His close associate, (Ackoff, 1979) expresses similar misgivings about operations
research degenerating from a field dedicated to solving human problems to a
technocratic discipline defined by its own tools and paradigms.

Pragmatists see their action as driven by dialectics, a process of arriving at truth
through confrontation of different points of view. Of course, we all know of
individuals that practice dialectics in splendid isolation, by incorporating in their
argumentation the thesis, the anti-thesis and synthesis; French high-school pupils are
taught to write their dissertation in this manner. But for dialectics to work best there
must be at least two actors, each with a point of view, in disagreement and caring enough
to fight for their stance. The process can come to an end either by the actors developing
jointly a new point of view or by there being an arbiter who does this. Truth emerges as a
synthesis of the opposing views, and becomes the thesis for the next cycle of dialectical
progression. Legal and democratic systems are based on this process: nobody expects a
lawyer for the accused to present any truth other than that most favorable to the client.
In autocratic systems pluralism of views is suppressed and truth is decreed by the most
powerful actor. Smart corporations encourage pluralism and debate, although they may
use autocratic means to achieve closure. For example, a multi-industry conglomerate
decided to focus on its defense business and systems integration work. It divested several
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billion dollars from its portfolio, and had lots of cash while clarifying further its strategy.
Investment bankers constantly called with propositions of companies to acquire. The
company applied a dialectical method for evaluating such propositions, after a cursory
preliminary screening. A consultant (one of the authors) would produce a short memo
summarizing the doubts in the minds of the top management team. Based on this, two or
three of the top advisory firms would be asked to produce a “quick and dirty” assessment
of the acquisition opportunity and its strategic fit. They did not know of each other. The
top management team and the consultant would receive several opinions, which usually
were presented as the “ultimate truth,” but seldom agreed with each other. After a
discussion with the top management team the consultant would propose a synthesis
position. Occasionally the Chairman disagreed with the consultant, reaching and
imposing a synthesis of his own.

The dominant paradigms delegate the job of determining truth to procedures that
are accepted by scientists as being valid. Dialectics take the process a step further,
recognizing that truth is a social construct. Contradictory processes and pluralism are
better at producing truth in certain situations, among them the kind of situations that
interest management. Dialectics does not reject the classical scientific way of arriving
at truth; it merely postulates that it is good at doing what it does in certain
circumstances, such as when dealing with physical objects or a limited class of
managerial phenomena, or to put it differently, when it is hard to conceive of
reasonable social actors that would question the validity of the process.

The corollary of the discussion so far is that the job of a particular researcher dealing
with a particular situation is not to seek objective truth in a self-contained procedural
cocoon, but to produce an input that will advance the social truth-seeking process and
improve its quality. Truth is not contained in any given piece of research output, but is
result of the scientific process and of the broader societal processes encompassing it.
Truth is constantly refined and advanced. To produce a useful contribution the
researcher must be immersed in a specific social process of truth-seeking, be a
contributor to a pluralistic conversation. Frequently, this can be best achieved through
classical scientific method, but at other times this is best achieved through reasoned and
honest advocacy of a specific point of view. Objectivity “is a characteristic not of the
data, but rather of the design of the inquiring system as a whole: does it try to be open to
all those aspects it deems relevant” (Churchman, 1979, p. 147).

If truth is produced by a social process, and if there must be consensus or
arbitration to reach a synthesis, then why not explicitly address the question of who
the client for research is? Pragmatists consider a problem to exist only when there are
at least two possible courses of action and if there is doubt as to which is preferable.
Problem solving is determining the preferred course of action (Ackoff, 1962). When
there is no doubt, there is no problem. If the cafeteria at work offers the choice of meat
or fish, and if one is allergic to fish, there is no problem. A problem arises when one has
no allergy and both dishes are equally tempting or repulsive. Doubt is a state of mind.
Therefore, for there to be doubt there must be a mind, this is to say somebody
harboring that doubt. We propose to call that somebody a client (Churchman, 1970,
1971). In much management research researchers are their own clients, or at best other
researchers are. No wonder then that the output is likely to be irrelevant to managers.
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But if researchers work on client problems, how is research different from
consulting? The answer lies in considering what differentiates science from
non-science and the process of reflection.

Bridging the gap: the reflective practitioner and the practicing reflector
Schön (1987) studied practitioners in many fields, such as management, architecture or
medicine. He observed that most of them act in everyday situations based on habits
and intuition, without taking their time to explicitly analyze their assumptions or
expectations. They act on what is called “tacit knowledge” (Polanyi, 1958, 1967) or
“theory in action” (Argyris, 1993; Argyris and Schön, 1991). It is only when things do
not work as expected that the better practitioners take the time to reflect on what is
different from previous situations or on what went wrong. It is in this process that they
learn, modifying the theories that underlie their actions, rendering in the process
explicit what was hereto tacit. For a while they become reflective practitioners, or what
we may call ad hoc researchers. In times of such reflection the manager may greatly
benefit from the assistance of a trained researcher, provided they can share the same
language and work together. Parenthetically let us note that in modern societies many
managers received at least partial training as scientists.

A researcher engaged with a client will have to act and speak like a manager.
Otherwise, she or he may lose the understanding and/or the patience of the client, and
takes the risk of becoming irrelevant, losing thus the fundamental insights that come
from action. Managerial situations are fast-paced, idiosyncratic and stochastic;
executives work under pressures of diverse stakeholders, limited time, incomplete
information and other constraints, and will not tolerate for long a slow deliberate
process typical of traditional researchers. However, there usually is nothing to prevent
the engaged researcher from being more reflective or more scientific. An engaged
researcher can simultaneously pursue two agendas: that of the client and that of
research. Subject to constraints of confidentiality the researcher can contribute from
his practical experience to the advancement of management science. Engaging in
client-based research motivates the researcher to become multidisciplinary. Very few
management problems are ones that can be treated with tools and concepts from a
single managerial discipline. A problem of escalating costs may at first appear as
financial, but in fact be result of wrong incentives or attitudes by the employees. A pure
researcher has the luxury of pleading specialization as an excuse for not tackling such
a problem. A practitioner has no such luxury.

Pragmatism and action research
Action research is one approach that illustrates the ideas advanced so far. It has the
potential of improving the practical relevance of research (Evbuomwan et al., 1996).
While in classical methodological approaches the researcher studies organizational
phenomena without intervening in the managerial process, in action research he or she
simultaneously studies the phenomena and actively participates in organizational
change (Baburoglu and Ravn, 1992). Action research is based on collaboration between
researchers and research subjects. The primary objective is to solve practical problems
while expanding scientific knowledge. It proceeds in two stages: joint diagnosis and
formulation of applicable theory; and collaborative implementation of change and
assessment. Prominent organization scholars such as Lewin (1948), Ackoff (1974,
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1999), Argyris (1993), Churchman (1968), Emery and Trist (1972), and Schön (1987),
advocated some form of action research. Many related theories and methods of
pragmatic and practice-near inquiry, (e.g. participative action research (Freire, 1970)
and cooperative inquiry (Heron, 1996), etc.), but also methods and theories of learning
and teaching such as action learning, self-directed learning, experiential learning
(Howell, 1994) have been inspired by these scholars.

Baskerville and Myers (2004) identify four key premises of action research that stem
from pragmatist philosophy: the meaning of all human concepts are defined by their
consequences (Peirce, 1905); truth is embodied in practical outcomes (James, 1907);
inquiry is controlled because rational thought is interspersed with action (Dewey,
1938); and human action is socially contextualized and human conceptualization is a
social reflection (Mead, 1913). Action research (Argyris, 1993; Argyris and Schön,
1991); Chia and Holt, 2006; Emery and Trist, 1972; Hardy and Leiba-O’Sullivan, 1998;
Jarzabkowski, 2004) calls for the scholar “getting his or her hands dirty,” by becoming
involved in practical organizational work that actually produces change or novelty.
Science, to the extent that it is useful, informs the scholar-practitioner’s actions in the
field, and integration of disparate theories takes place “in action.” The action
researcher learns from his or her involvement what is useful, and what is not, what
works and what does not, and brings back into the realm of academia an enriched
research agenda as well as field results that can be interpreted with the usual battery of
scientific tools.

Is an action researcher a manger or a scientist? The answer is both: he or she
becomes a manager to a certain extent and a full participant in the process of managing
an organization. She is a researcher, because she seeks to render explicit the implicit,
and because she brings scientific rigor to the task of management. To a pragmatist
science is not defined by the knowledge it produces (much knowledge hitherto reserved
to scientists became available to the common man today), nor by the use of specific
tools and techniques (commonly referred to as scientific method, although we prefer to
reserve this term for a broader and more philosophical concept). Ackoff (1962) points
out that that “common sense” and “scientific” inquiries are extreme poles of a
continuum defined by the degree of control that goes into the inquiry. Control is to
know why and to what purpose particular actions are undertaken. In other words,
spelling out the assumptions and clearly stating the expectations. Control is also
continually verifying that the assumptions still hold, and making sure that
expectations are met. If one or the other is not true, then control is taking corrective
action (Ackoff, 1967). Most everyday actions, including managerial ones, are not
controlled to a very large extent. Many surprises arise, because the context
(assumptions) changes. Many actions do not lead to expected outcomes, but are
not recognized as failures, and therefore result in no learning or corrective measures.
The role of a researcher is to bring more control to managerial action. Scientific inquiry
is controlled inquiry.

Conclusions
We argued in this paper that the theory-praxis gap is alive and that it is largely due to
basic philosophical flaws in management academia. We purport that there is an
alternative rooted in pragmatism and embodied in approaches such as action research
and action learning. To those who deplore the irrelevance of management research but
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reject pragmatism on grounds of scientist orthodoxy we say: it is not pragmatism,
but rather irrelevant theory – and thereby lack of pragmatism – that has led to the
current divorce between academia and management practice. With the late Ghoshal
(2005, p. 75) we regret that: “Many of the worst excesses of recent management
practices have their roots in a set of ideas that have emerged from business school
academics over the last 30 years”. We contribute to the current discussion with some
pragmatic proposals to improve relevance of management knowledge production and
socialization both in research and education (Table II).

We would not be true to the pragmatist’s obligation to be skeptical and cautious
about its theses, if we did not raise the question; and what if the gap did not matter?
Can we continue to ignore the lack of relevance in management research? After all, the
ivory tower has its charm and while there is financing, why not enjoy? Management
practice is progressing at unprecedented pace, and it becomes increasingly rigorous . . .
scientific. But like the late Sumatra Ghoshal (2005) we think that academics bear a
responsibility. If we do not truly seek to understand and in a time frame that permits us
to prepare our students better and in more timely manner for what expects them in
practice, the gap between their learning years and textbooks and the reality “out there”
as they experience them, will become intolerable. They are likely to discard their
learning and become “obsessed with the real world and skeptical as most of them are of
all theories, managers are no exception to the intellectual slavery of the ‘practical men’
to which Keynes referred” (Ghoshal, 2005, p. 75).

If one sets aside skepticism about bureaucratic gobbledygook one might find a ray
of hope in the definition of research by the UK Research Assessment Exercise as
quoted in the “Code of practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in
higher education: Postgraduate research programmes” put out in September 2004 by
the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education and distributed to British
academics (p. 4):

Research [. . .] is to be understood as original investigation undertaken in order to gain
knowledge and understanding. It includes work of direct relevance to the needs of commerce
and industry, as well as to the public and voluntary sectors; scholarship; the invention and
generation of ideas, images, performances and artifacts including design, where these lead to
substantially improved insights; and the use of existing knowledge in experimental
development to produce new or substantially improved materials, devices, products and
processes, including design and construction.
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