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The Inconclusiveness of Scientific Knowledge about Change 

-and some ideas about what practitioners may do about it. 

By John Damm Scheuer  

 

In Denmark as well in other countries new innovative ideas are continuously introduced in order to 
change health care and other public organizations. As a consequence healthcare professionals are 
often asking themselves how to introduce these ideas in practice. In spite of the considerable 
amount of research time and effort which have been put into doing research in three communities 
of researchers understanding change as intervention, implementation and translation it has turned 
out to be difficult to reach clear conclusions about the nature of organizational change in all of 
these communities. The difficulties are related to the study of organizational change as being 
realism and becoming realism and to the status of the knowledge claims that are the results of 
these two approaches.  Finally an alternative pragmatic and actor-network inspired approach to 
knowledge claims is proposed that suggests that the truth claims of being as well as becoming 
realists and practitioners may primarily be put to the test by actors trying to solve problems in 
organizational practice. 

 

Keywords: Implementation, translation, being realism, becoming realism, actor-network theory 

 

Introduction  

In Denmark as well in other countries new innovative ideas are continuously introduced in order to 

change health care and other public organizations. As a consequence healthcare as well as other 

professionals are often asking themselves how to introduce these ideas in practice. Some 

professionals turn to science in their search for answers.   A review of the literature (Scheuer 2007b) 

show that organizational change in healthcare and public organizations have been studied by at least 

three different communities of researchers: (1) Doctors related to the Cochrane Collaboration have 

studied how to introduce evidence based knowledge about treatments in organizational practice, (2) 

Policy analysts and researchers in public administration have studied how legitimately decided 

policy ideas are introduced in practice while (3) Scandinavian neoinstitutionalists have studied the 

travel and introduction of innovative ideas in practice.  

 

A community may be defined as “a body of persons of common and especially professional 

interests scattered through a larger society” (Encyclopaedia Britannica online).   The basis for claim 

making in research is the epistemic community - that is a group of inquirers who have knowledge 

problems to solve (Miller & Fox 2001). The three research communities mentioned above have 

approached the problem of human and organizational change in different ways and in order to solve 
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different types of problems. The point of departure of this paper is that the research about 

organizational change of the three communities has all been inconclusive. Some evidence about the 

nature of organizational change exists but it has turned out to be difficult to reach clear conclusions 

about the nature of and the cause and effect relationships related to organizational change in all of 

these communities (Scheuer 2007b). As a consequence three research questions are asked:  

 

1. Why are the research findings and knowledge claims of these three communities of 

researchers inconclusive?  

2. How may the problem of inconclusiveness be solved by researchers as well as practitioners?  

3. How may an alternative model of organizational change look like?   

 

The Cochrane Collaboration is a collaboration between doctors which make and distribute 

systematic and evidence-based reviews of treatments and their effects.   The "EPOC" group, a 

subgroup in the Cochrane Collaboration is a group and community of researchers who have made 

systematic reviews of research in order to decide which interventions are most effective when trying 

to implement evidence-based knowledge about treatments in clinical practice. The second 

community of researchers are researchers interested in understanding and studying the 

implementation of policy-decisions in public organizations. These researchers have traditionally 

studied implementation processes from a top-down or a bottom-up perspective or have made a 

synthesis of these approaches when studying change in public organizations.  The last group of 

researchers have approached the question of "implementation" from another perspective. They have 

focused on studying how innovative ideas travel across time and space in organizational fields and 

on understanding how such ideas travel "into" and become institutionalized in organizations in such 

fields. This while substituting the concept of "implementation" with another concept, namely that of 

"translation".   

 

Before answering the research questions a short state of the art of the research about organizational 

change in the three communities will be presented.   
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Organizational change according to three communities of researchers  
 
Three metaphors of organizational change  
A metaphor is a figure of speech in which a word or phrase literally denoting one kind of object or 

idea is used in place of another to suggest a likeness or analogy between them ( Encyclopaedia 

Britannica online). As pointed out by Morgan (1980) metaphors proceeds through assertions that 

subject A is, or is like B, the processes of comparison, substitution, and interaction between the 

images of A and B acting as generators of new meaning. According to Scheuer (2007b) the 

researcher’s three different approaches to organizational change are based on three different 

metaphors about organizations and organizational change.  The first metaphor is labelled 

“intervention”, the second “implementation” and the third “translation”.   

 

------Table 1 about here ------ 

 

The characteristics of the three metaphors are summarized in table 1 and explained in detail in the 

following sections.  Moreover a state of the art of the research done in each of the three 

communities is presented. The state of the art is based on a thorough literature review made in 

Scheuer (2007b).   

 

Intervention  

The first community of researchers belong to the medical community and have a background in the 

natural sciences.  Their perspective is labelled "intervention" since their prime goal is to understand 

how they may intervene in order to assure that evidence-based knowledge about treatments are used 

in clinical practice.  Researchers related the metaphor of "intervention" focus on limits and 

possibilities for intervening better in order to assure an evidence based practice in health care.  The 

image of the organization and the organizational relationships consists of three elements.  An 

authority centre (Røvik 1998) - The Cochrane Collaboration - outside the health care organization 

which provides evidence-based knowledge about treatments and interventions.  A decision center 

somewhere in the organization which decides to adopt and implement that knowledge. And finally 

the knowledge users at the bottom of the organizational hierarchy whose behaviour is supposed to 

change in accordance with the evidence-based knowledge that have been put forward. Ideas move 

from a centre (The Cochrane Collaboration) to periphery (other organizations). Goals as well as 

decisions related to the means necessary to achieving them are taken outside the organization on the 



 5 

basis of expert knowledge. Effective change is dependent on evidence-based knowledge about 

variables and effective interventions - especially those related to changing individual human 

behaviour. What is perceived as a problem is when evidence-based knowledge about treatments is 

not used in clinical practice.    

 

The search for evidence based knowledge about which types of interventions that might be effective 

in relation to implementing evidence-based knowledge about treatments in clinical practice have not 

been as successful as hoped for. The researchers related to the EPOC group are disappointed that 

the current evidence base is difficult to use in health care settings because it cannot identify which 

intervention is most likely to be effective (or cost effective) in a particular situation.  Even though 

some evidence exists, they conclude that the generalizability of current studies remain uncertain 

because of the researchers limited understanding of contextual, organizational and individual factors 

that might influence the effectiveness of different interventions.  Even though the researchers are 

pointing at a broad range of factors including material ones that may prevent the introduction of 

evidence based knowledge in practice they come however to the conclusion that the problem they 

face is related to the fact that the interventions examined were not based on a validated theory of 

human action. The work that has been set in motion by the researchers is focusing on setting up 

principles for choosing and testing such theories in order to validate them. This in order to identify 

variables and types of interventions that are based on validated theories about human and thereby 

organizational change.  The theories chosen are theories focusing on individual human behaviour 

and on how it might be changed. Theories include theory about planned behaviour and social 

cognitive theory, the theory of operant conditioning and of implementation intentions, Leventhal´s 

self-regulation theory and stage models of change.  Other researchers have tried to establish a 

consensus among psychologists about which psychological factors are most important in relation to 

change in human behaviour in order to set up research that try to validate these theories. 

 

Implementation  

The second community of researchers are social scientists related to public administration and 

policy analysis. Their perspective on change is labelled "implementation" because of the 

researchers focus on policy-implementation.   They focus on the possibilities and limitations related 

to implementing legitimate policy decisions in practice.  The construction of the organizational 

relationships is hierarchical. At the top of the hierarchy you have a (democratically elected) 
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decision center which set up legitimate policy goals. In the middle you find regional or local 

organizations or middle managers. And at the bottom you find street-level bureaucrats who are in 

charge of delivering services to the general public.  Overall policy goals are subdivided into means-

ends chains on their way through hierarchy. The directions in which ideas move as well as the type 

of processes identified are top-down, bottom-up or combinations of these two kinds of processes.  

Effective change is dependent on predictive knowledge about which variables - top-down as well as 

bottom-up - are most likely to affect policy-implementation. What is perceived as a problem is 

when policy outcomes are not in accordance with policy goals.  

 

The researchers working in public administration and public policy have encountered different 

types of problems during its development as a research field.  The first problem encountered was 

the discovery that there was a difference between policy decisions or policy promise and policy 

outcomes.  This led to a search for crucial variables being especially important in relation to 

implementing policy decisions in practice. As a consequence however the researchers encountered 

other types of problems.  Many case studies were carried out and many variables were pointed out 

as important when implementing policy decisions making advice to policy and decision makers 

difficult.  There were however not enough case studies to reach generalizable conclusions about 

which variables were "crucial" for implementing policy decisions in practice.  Some researchers 

chose to "solve" the problem by leaving the idea that policy outcomes might be controlled by 

relying on planned change top-down and an insight in general variables affecting the 

implementation process. In stead they suggested that policy processes should be regarded as more 

contingent processes which "make" policies regardless of what might have been decided upon in the 

decision center. The bottom-up approach focused on the importance of actions of individual actors 

as well as interaction patterns or networks between actors.  The processes identified were identified 

as evolutionary and learning processes leading to the creation of policies "in practice" or "realized" 

policies.  The approach was however criticized for ignoring the problems related to governing the 

actions of actors in directions deemed necessary and valuable by democratically elected policy 

centers. As a consequence implementation researchers turned their focus in direction of designing 

implementation models combining top-down and bottom-up elements having proven promising in 

former research. When discussing the state of the art of implementation studies researchers 

conclude that their exists no agreement or consensus about how to define the concept of 

implementation.  The research has however moved in the direction of combined models of 
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implementation. Some researchers have suggested a revival of implementation research focusing on 

general themes present in the implementation literature (knowledge, learning, the process of 

implementation, the role of actors and agents and bureaucratic discretion in implementation). Other 

researchers focus on the now classic "implementation problem" as the problem still needed to be 

solved. It is concluded that a validated theory of implementation is still needed but that plenty of 

work remains. Especially "larger-n" empirical studies are needed which may help sorting out which 

of the many variables pointed out in implementation studies are especially important to the policy 

implementation process. Researchers belonging to the EPOC group have started looking for 

theories about change of individual human actions in order to find a theoretical basis on which to 

build a "validated theory of implementation". The implementation researchers are however focusing 

on the inter-group level rather than on the individual level of change in their search for relevant 

theories on which to build a validated theory of implementation. The theories it has been suggested 

to look at are theories about "governance", networks and network management, Elmores theory 

about "backward mapping", theories about reversible logics, game theory and contextual interaction 

theories.  Finally implementation researchers note that the very contexts on which former theories 

about implementation were based has changed as New Public Management reforms have changed 

the institutional contexts in which implementation processes occur.  And that this fact must also be 

taken into consideration when formulating theories about policy implementation. 

 

Translation  

The third community of researchers are social scientists related to institutional analysis.  

They focus on the situated changes and processes of bricolage set in motion by actors when general 

ideas and concepts "travel" in and out of organizations in as well as across organizational fields 

while being translated. The organizational relationships are constructed as consisting of loosely 

coupled communities of intra as well as inter-organizational translators.  Means-ends relationships 

related to ideas are seen as locally constructed.  The idea is seen as moving from one community of 

translators to another and as being decontextualised and recontextualized during that process. The 

process is constructed as a process of association or translation.   At first relatively few actors 

(actants in Latours vocabulary) are associated with the idea.  But if the idea become powerful it 

become so because many actors (in some models only humans in other models both humans and 

non-humans) are associated with or "mobilized" by it.   Change is seen as dependent on the 

possibilities and effects of associating human and sometime non-human elements.  Change is often 
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seen as dependent on historically institutionalized elements which proceeds and influences the 

translation process. What is perceived as a problem in relation to the process is negative rather than 

positive effects of the process of association.     

 

The institutional researchers interested in the travel of ideas in and across organizational fields have 

adopted as well as translated the concept of translation.   The problems they are currently facing 

include the following: Several and different models of translation exist even though not all 

researchers seem to be aware of this. As a consequence a dialogue between researchers about the 

different ways of theorizing the translation process as well as the empirical evidence related to such 

processes is needed. Another unresolved problem is related to a difference between actor-network 

theory and institutional theory. According to actor-network theory what might influence a change or 

translation process is an empirical question. That is; something that should not be decided upon a 

priori. The very concept of institution however suggests that there are such elements - that is; 

institutionalized elements which influence the content and direction of translation processes.  In an 

analysis of the empirical evidence Scheuer (2006) shows that many differences exist between the 

different studies when it comes to judging which elements were important for the content and 

direction of specific translation processes. Which elements that were most important across the 

different studies remain unclear.  Generally the studies confirm however that processes of 

institutional change may be regarded as translation processes. And many studies agree that the 

translations that are the result of the translation processes mix global as well as local elements.    

 

The problem of inconclusiveness   

The three research communities mentioned above have approached the problem of human and 

organizational change in different ways and in order to solve different types of problems.  The 

problems encountered by researchers related to the EPOC group are related to the fact that the 

generalizability of current studies remains uncertain because of the researcher’s limited 

understanding of contextual, organizational and individual factors influencing the effectiveness of 

interventions aimed at implementing evidence-based knowledge about treatments in clinical 

practice.  As a consequence they are looking for a validated theory of human and organizational 

change on which to base their search for effective interventions.  Researchers related to public 

policy and public administration have found it difficult to develop a general theory about 

implementation too and are currently discussing which themes to focus upon in future research.  Is 
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it general themes present in the implementation literature, the implementation problem or 

development of general or partial implementation theories that should be focused upon?  In stead of 

searching for a validated theory of individual human action in organizations as researchers related 

to the EPOC group some researchers in public policy and administration have in contrary suggested 

to focus on theories about governance in inter-organizational networks.   The researchers focusing 

on change as translation are not sufficiently aware of the different models of translation that exists 

in their community and need to discuss these different models as well as the empirical evidence 

available about translation processes.   The different studies are moreover inconclusive when it 

comes to judging which institutionalised and other elements that are most important for the content 

and direction of  translation processes. 

 

Thus the three communities have tried to solve different types of problems but have their interest in 

understanding the processes related to human and organizational change in common.  The 

reductionist attempts made by the three communities to understand the complex nature of 

organizational change turn out however to have been less successful than the researchers 

themselves as well as health care professionals could have hoped for.  Even though some evidence 

exists according to these communities it has turned out to be difficult to reach clear conclusions 

about the nature of and the cause and effect relationships related to organizational change in all of 

the three communities. And that in spite of the considerable amount of research time and effort 

which have been put into doing research in organizational change in these communities.  As a 

consequence it is relevant to raise at least three questions:  

 

1. Why are the research findings and knowledge claims of these three communities of 

researchers inconclusive?  

2. How may the problem of inconclusiveness be solved by researchers as well as practitioners?  

3. How may an alternative model of organizational change look like? 

 

In the following sections some possible answers to these questions will be explored.  
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1. Why are research findings and knowledge claims inconclusive?  

The researchers in the EPOC group have primarily based their research on a quantitative approach 

focusing on explaining as much "variance" as possible (Grimshaw et al 2003; Eccles et al. 2003).  

The top-down researchers studying the implementation of policy-ideas have often used a similar 

approach  while the bottom-up researchers and researchers focusing on change as translation have 

adopted a processual and often qualitative and constructivist approach to the analysis of 

organizational change (Goggin 1986; Bogason & Sørensen 1998; Czarniawska & Sevõn 1996).  But 

which approach or approaches are best suited for studying and testing knowledge claims related to 

organizational change?  That is the question that will be pursued in the following sections.   

 

Variance and process theories about organizational change  

Processes of organizational change may be studied using variance or process theories about 

organizational change (Langley 1999; Mohr 1982). Variance theories use independent variables as 

necessary and sufficient causes of variation in dependent variables. It may for instance be suggested 

that more of X and more of Y produces more of Z.  Process theories use the sequence of events, 

activities and choices situated in time as well as in space to tell a story which explains how 

outcomes came about: They did A and then B to get C (Langley 1999; Mohr 1982).   These two 

approaches to the analysis of organizational change may be associated with two different 

ontological views; being and becoming realism (Chia 1996).  Being-realism is a fundamental 

ontological posture which asserts that reality pre-exists independently of observation and as static, 

discrete and identifiable "things, "entities", "events", "generative mechanisms" etc. In contrast 

becoming-realism gives primacy to a processual view of reality.  How an "entity" "becomes" 

constitutes what that actual entity is so that the two descriptions of an entity are not independent. Its 

"being" is constituted by its "becoming" (Chia 1996:33).  Being-realists are representationalists. As 

an academic ideology in the social sciences representationalism promotes the view that research and 

theorizing involve the establishment of a body of knowledge that can lay claim to a privileged 

understanding of social events and phenomena in the world. To know means to be able to represent 

accurately in our minds using linguistic or visual forms what the world "out there" is really like 

(Chia 1996:36).  Becoming-realists suggest in contrary that language actively configures entities 

and events in the world in the very act of representing. In our use of language we do not just "write 

about" our objects/subjects of analysis, but bring these objects into existence through 

representational acts of writing (Chia 1996:37).  
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In the following sections some limitations of being-realism, representationalism and the use of 

variance theories as an approach to the study of organizational change will be discussed as well as 

problems related to an alternative to such an approach based on becoming realism, constructivism 

and a processual approach to organizational change.  It will be suggested that the problem of 

inconclusiveness that characterizes being and becoming realists search for an appropriate theory of 

organizational change may be solved by adopting a pragmatic and actor-network inspired approach 

to the judgement of knowledge claims about organizational change.    

 

Problems related to explaining change through variance  

Being-realists typically use variance theories and statistics to represent or show how the world "out 

there" is really like.  As mentioned variance theories use an independent variable X as a necessary 

and sufficient cause of variation in a dependent variable Y. When medical, organizational and social 

researchers build variance theories (Mohr 1982) about organizational change the goal is to develop 

a theoretical structure that is consistent with - that is explains variance in - data.  The underlying 

premise is that an appropriately constructed variance theory will provide a complete explanation of 

the phenomenon in question, the observations in Y (Fichman 1999). Consequently, the tone of 

much discussions of theories and comparisons between theories involves assessment of variance 

explained (Fichman 1999:6). Since problems are posed using variance theories and variation is 

necessary for many types of statistical analysis, statistical analysis is often used to conduce a 

quantitative analysis of the phenomenon in focus. The more of the statistically constructed variance 

explained by a theory the more "true" a theory’s representation of a phenomenon in the world is 

supposed to be:   

 

"The statistical analysis that seeks to account for variance in elements of the Y matrix 
of dependent variables rests on an assumption that variation in Y is completely 
determined by some set of independent variables X. Otherwise, the calculation of 
proportion of variance explained is undefined. The traditional index of variance 
explained in ordinary least squares (LS) regression is R2, with a maximum of 1.0. 
Consequently, unexplained variance is expressed as 1 - R2. The assumption is that a 
complete model would account for all the variation in the Y matrix of outcome 
variables to be explained " (Fichman 1999:22).   

 

Fichman (1999) points out that goodness of fit criteria such as proportion of variance explained is 

problematic when analyzing social and organizational change. He show that a different type of 
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population - for instance a different mix of young and old people, women and men and/or white and 

coloured people will result in different types of relations between X and Y making a statistic 

analysis of such relations context dependent. Explaining a lot of variance may also not always be 

the best approach when analyzing change. Trying to explain a "lot" of a phenomenon with a little 

set of variables may for instance be preferable to trying to explain more of the phenomenon/of the 

variance using a greater number of variables.  Researchers may also "overfit" a set of data to the 

types of equations used in the statistical analysis of data. He also show that conclusions about 

model quality may be inconsistent across different researchers effect size estimators suggesting that 

researchers do not do a good job using variance accounted for to evaluate the applied utility of a 

particular variable or model.  Fichman (1999) however goes even further in his critique of the 

goodness of fit approach.  If a particular social phenomenon has intrinsically stochastic elements 

such that it is more appropriately treated using stochastic process modelling, then goodness of fit 

criteria such as variance explained can mislead and frustrate investigators. Investigators will be 

misled because the variance explained criterion, when applied to a stochastic process phenomenon, 

will persistently signal to investigators that their explanation is incomplete since there is 

unexplained variance. The investigator may undertake new studies, which will prove fruitless if the 

underlying process is stochastic. 

 

Considering these points it is not surprising that the researchers related to the EPOC group and to 

the top-down perspective on implementation of policy ideas have not been successful in 

formulating a general and "evidence based" theory of implementation using variance based models 

and statistics. The complexity of the unit of analysis, the data requirements and the high cost of 

collecting those data as well as the difficulties of measuring independent and dependent variables 

all seem to suggest that it might be too difficult if not impossible to develop a general and 

"evidence-based" theory of implementation.   Such problems may in fact explain why researcher’s 

evidence for such a theory has systematically turned out to be inconclusive.  

 

It should be noted however that the arguments presented above take as their point of departure that 

being-realism and representationalism makes sense when analyzing organizational change. In the 

following sections it will be suggested that studying organizational change may also be done using 

an approach based on becoming realism, constructivism and a processual approach to 

organizational change in which case other types of problems arises. 



 13 

 

Problems related to becoming realism, constructivism and the processual approach  

Bottom-up researchers and researchers focusing on change as translation have adopted a processual 

and often qualitative and constructivist approach to the analysis of organizational change (Bogason 

& Sørensen 1998; Czarniawska & Sevõn 1996). Process theories use the sequence of events, 

activities and choices situated in time as well as in space to tell a story which explains how 

outcomes came about: They did A and then B to get C (Langley 1999; Mohr 1982). Becoming-

realism gives primacy to a processual view of reality.  How an entity becomes constitutes what that 

actual entity is so that the two descriptions of an entity are not independent. Its being is constituted 

by its becoming (Chia 1996:33). As a consequence scientific knowledge claims are seen as socially 

constructed and the process of knowledge production itself is put into focus.  Postmodernist and 

constructivists have criticized representationalists for suggesting that they are somehow able to 

stand outside language and the world when making their knowledge claims:  

 

"...since representationlists claim that their theories are "true" because they accurately 
match up with reality, this must imply that they are able somehow to stand outside 
language and the world (what Putnam, 1981, calls a "God’s-eye point of view") in 
order to verify their claims. Clearly, this is a problematic stance" (Chia 1996:36) 

 

Becoming-realists suggest instead that language actively configures entities and events in the world 

in the very act of representing. In our use of language we do not just "write about" our 

objects/subjects of analysis, but bring these objects into existence through representational acts of 

writing (Chia 1996:37).  

 

It should be noted that the role of the researcher as well as research changes if one chooses to accept 

such a point of view.  The different researchers and communities of researchers claim that they have 

a privileged understanding of social events and phenomena in the world is substituted by a situation 

where such claims become just one "voice", just one type of  (constructed) knowledge claim among 

others. As a consequence it becomes difficult to judge whether one knowledge claim is "better" and 

more "true" than other knowledge claims. The consequence is eventually an "anti-foundational" 

understanding of knowledge claims: 

"questions of fact, truth, correctness, validity and clarity can neither be posed nor 
answered in reference to some extra contextual, a historical, non-situational reality, or 
rule, or law, or value; rather, anti-foundationalism asserts, all of these matters are 
intelligible and debatable only within the precincts of the contexts or situations or 
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paradigms or communities that give them their local and changeable shape" (Tennert 
1998:241) 

 

Referring to Tennert, Bogason (2006) explains the consequences of such a view:  

 

"Sentences are only true by their relations to other sentences; language cannot be 
isolated from the individuals who speak them. Science simply is a forum for unforced 
agreement, where communities test other beliefs against their own; thus we are bound 
to our language and our own web of beliefs; our judgement of the beliefs of others are 
rational or reasonable depend on our attempt to weave their beliefs into our own 
(Tennert 1998:237).......Social science, then, may be understood as a series of 
language games, none of which has beforehand greater value than others, and which 
can be defined and re-defined many times (Tennert 1998:239) " (Bogason 2006:9)  

 

As a consequence becoming realists and social constructivists are more humble in their knowledge 

claims about the world. Some meta-theorists suggest that theories of organizations are self-

justifying "intelligible narratives" which enables a community of inquirers to arrive at some 

consensus regarding their social experiences. "Irony", "self-reflection", and "playful seriousness" 

replace the rational quest for "certain" or even "partially true knowledge" of an external 

organizational reality. Body-of knowledge claims as well as the post-modern researchers own 

claims are to be understood in a lighter vein as artistically crafted pieces of work which do not 

describe but rather contribute to the making of organizational reality (Chia 1996:45-46).  

 

It may be concluded that research based on becoming realism, constructivism and a processual 

approach to organizational change may result in a relativistic perspective on knowledge claims. As 

a consequence the research of becoming realists about organizational change turns out to be as 

inconclusive as that of being realists.  

 

Summing up: An alternative explanation of inconclusiveness   

Here it is suggested that it is the complexity of the unit of analysis and the irreducible 

characteristics of “the flourishing life” (Polkinghorne 2004) of humans embedded in different social 

and material time-space contexts that’s lies behind the problem of inconclusiveness that was 

identified in the three communities of researchers above.    The complexity of the unit of analysis,  

the data requirements and the high cost of collecting those data as well as the difficulties of 

measuring independent and dependent variables all suggest that it might be difficult if not 

impossible to develop a general and "evidence-based" theory of implementation as suggested by 
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some being realists.  Moreover since embedded human action is complex and what is important to 

organizational change may change from one human and material time-space context to another 

many different and equally “true” types of theoretical and research based narratives might be told 

about organizations and organizational change.  Since it is however unsatisfying for practitioners as 

well as researchers not having a point of reference from where to judge the truthfulness and 

usefulness of different types of research, theories and knowledge claims about organizational 

change yet another approach will be explored.  

 

2. How may the problem of inconclusiveness be solved? 

A pragmatic view on the judgement of knowledge claims 

Barbara Czarniawska suggests that even though an "objective reality" may exist knowledge claims 

about reality may not be tested "objectively" because such a test will always depend on the use of 

language. In that case what constitutes "good knowledge" may instead be judged using pragmatic 

and aesthetic criteria: 

 

"Whether we claim to speak of a reality or a fantasy, the value of our utterance cannot 
be established by comparing it to its objects, but only by comparing it to other 
utterances........As the new pragmatists put it, the correspondence theory of truth is 
untenable because the only thing with which we can compare statements are other 
statements (Rorty 1980) In this light, there are at least two possible criteria of what 
constitutes "good knowledge": the pragmatic and the aesthetic". (Czarniawska 
1997:56) 

 

To pragmatists true reality does not exist "out there" in the real world; it "is actively created as we 

act in and toward the world" (J. Hewitt 1984:8) Second, people remember and base their knowledge 

of the world on what has proven to be useful to them. They are likely to alter what no longer 

"works". Third, people define the social and physical "objects" that they encounter in the world 

according to their use for them (Ritzer 2000:338).   Bogason (2006) explains how old and new 

pragmatists disagree on the role of language. In old pragmatism language is a tool used in 

experience, in new pragmatism language can only appeal to language. And therefore, a proposition 

may be verified in the old pragmatism by satisfying conditions that initiate a problem - while in new 

pragmatism propositions may only be verified by conversation that leads to linguistic devices that 

seem better (Bogason 2006:10).  Bogason suggests that the controversy between old and new 

pragmatists may be related to one’s understanding of the linguistic turn in the social sciences:  
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"To some degree, the controversy depends on one’s understanding of the linguistic 
turn; if you understand experience as solely introspection, experience becomes 
problematic because it is difficult to communicate in language. But if you understand 
experience as the intersection between the conscious self and the world....,experience 
then may be communicated to other people and put up for test in experimentation 
(developing new practices) as well as in dialogue" (Bogason 2006:10-11) 

 

Based on the second interpretation of the linguistic turn Bogason concludes that truth and 

objectivity must be sought in the specific characteristics of specific situations in which action is 

required, and tested in communication and experimentation by those who are committed to a 

sustainable outcome.  During that process the meaning of experience is to be realized in interaction 

between the individual and the world where it can then be used by communities of inquiry for 

learning about the world and solving problems of the world (Bogason 2006:11).   

 

Accepting such a third position takes seriously the critique that Fichman (1999) and postmodernists 

have risen against researchers basing their research on being-realism, representationalism and 

variance theories about organizational change. It also offers a solution to the fact that research based 

on becoming realism, constructivism and a processual approach to organizational change may result 

in a relativistic perspective on knowledge claims. This by suggesting that the "truth" of knowledge 

claims may primarily be put to the test by actors trying to solve problems in organizational practice.   

Such an approach may in fact offer one if not the only way to solve the problem of inconclusiveness 

that have confronted both being and becoming realists in their search for appropriate theories of 

organizational change.  

 

In the section that follows it will be discussed how a model of organizational change that takes what 

was mentioned above into account may look like. It will also be explained in more detail what the 

relationship between research based knowledge and practice may be if applying such a point of 

view.    

 

3. Constructing an alternative model of organizational change   

An alternative perspective on change  

Now how would a model of organizational change look like that take what was said above into 

account and might be useful for practitioners when trying to change organizations in directions that 
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may result in sustainable, wished for or attractive outcomes ?  And how may research findings 

inform and help practitioners in their attempts to solve practical problems?  In order to give at least 

one type of answer to these questions actor-network theory will be introduced and discussed.  Then 

as a consequence of a critique of actor-network theory another translation model is offered that 

combines a constructionist ontology and concepts of actor-network theory with an institutionalist 

perspective on organizational change that considers humans and objects “situatedness” in time and 

space as constitutive for the translation process 

 

Actor network theory  

Actor- network theory is based on a constructionist ontology (Latour 1986; Callon 1986; Callon & 

Latour 1981; Latour 2005). It claims that phenomena in the world are co-produced by humans and 

non-humans  - that is; material objects or things which may be said to be "authors of consequences" 

just as humans. Power, institutions and knowledge as well as other phenomena are all effects of the 

work of heterogeneous actor-networks.  The concept of translation is associated with a network 

building activity where actors transform tokens (orders, ideas, artefacts etc.) into something else by 

translating or associating them with heterogeneous elements that might be humans as well as non-

humans (objects). The diffusion in time and space of tokens (ideas, orders, and artefacts) is assumed 

to be brought about by people each of whom may act or translate it in different ways: they may let it 

drop, modify it, deflect it, betray it, add to it, or appropriate it. Whether ideas or orders become 

powerful depends on the number of humans and non-humans that become (or do not become) 

associated with and start "acting on behalf of" them during the translation process. Or put 

differently; it depends on whether an actor-network is established or not in relation to a token (an 

idea, an order etc.). As a consequence, social phenomena such as institutions and/or power are an 

effect of the work of actor-networks rather than a cause in actor-network theory.  What has to be 

explained is the process of translation and the establishment and (translation-) work of an actor-

network that makes such effects (institutions, power, knowledge etc.) possible. It is important to 

notice that the word "actor" in the word actor-network is given a semiotic definition. Actors are 

defined as "actants" that is humans and/or objects/things that are identified as being the source of an 

action.  As an idea - defined as a token and an actant - is translated it, as well as the translators, are 

changed.  Their identities are changed.   

A critique of actor-network theory  
Some researchers (Scheuer 2007a) have criticised the ontological posture of actor-network theory.  
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According to actor-network theory, time and space are actants as other actants that might influence 

the translation process. Whether it does is seen as an empirical question. The ontology that results 

from this point of view seems in accordance with a society where the majority of the translation 

processes going on are taking place in cyberspace or through other means of communication 

making it possible to ignore the situatedness of the body and objects in time and space as well as 

distances in time and space.     Even though such societies does exist - for instance in cyberspace - 

they are however still quite rare. And most people simply don’t live their lives there! At least not 

yet! As a consequence another translation model is offered that combines a constructionist ontology 

and concepts of actor-network theory with an institutionalist perspective on organizational change 

that considers humans and objects “situatedness” in time and space as constitutive for the 

translation process.  The model relates innovation with the careful bricolage needed when humans 

and non-humans doing different types of work are associated in order to construct innovations in 

organizations.    

 

Translation as association   

Scheuer (2003) focuses on how innovative ideas are translated by being associated with 

heterogeneous elements - that is humans as well as non-humans (objects/things) - as the idea 

encounters local practice in organizations.  Translation is defined as one of many alternative ways 

in which human actors can associate an element such as an idea with other human and non-human 

elements.   The longer the list of humans and non-humans enrolled by an idea in a local time-space 

context as well as across these contexts, the more "durable" and powerful the idea becomes because 

the more humans and non-humans act on its behalf.  It is suggested that translation processes have 

to be analyzed by deciding upon when the translation process in focus starts and ends and by 

dividing the selected time-period into "episodes". The humans and non-humans being associated 

with the idea during each episode as well as across episodes are analyzed.  On the basis of the 

analysis, it is decided who the tranlators were, which kinds of translations they made and what 

kinds of effects that were the result of the translation of the idea. Variables and conditions affecting 

the content and direction of the translation process are considered as empirical questions which will 

have to be answered on the basis of empirical analysis. Existing theories might be used 

heuristically, however, to set up hypotheses about which variables and conditions that might 

influence the translation process.  The effect of the translation of an idea is assumed to be the result 

of work made by the established local as well as global collective of humans and non-humans 
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acting on behalf of a token such as an idea. Institutionalization is associated with a relatively stable 

association of heterogeneous elements to an idea in time and space. De-institutionalization is 

associated with dissolution of such a relatively stable association of heterogeneous elements in time 

and space.  Relatively stable associations of heterogeneous elements in time and space are referred 

to as translation bundles.  

 

Discussion of advantages of an actor-network inspired perspective on change 

As it has been explained above the model of association is inspired by but is at the same time 

different from an actor-network perspective on change.  In the following sections some advantages 

of an actor-network inspired perspective on change will be discussed.  

 

Solving the problem of what might motivate human action     

In classical and neoclassical economics (Smith 1776; Jevons 1879) it was assumed that humans 

acted rationally and on the basis of their self interests while being influenced only minimally by the 

social relations in which they were embedded.  According to Parsons (1956) and old institutional 

theory (Selznick 1949) humans were in contrary supposed to be influenced by the social relations in 

which they were embedded through systems of norms and values that governed behaviour.  In 

neoinstitutional theory it was later suggested that humans act on the basis of cultural knowledge in 

the form of “taken-for-granted scripts, rules and classifications” (DiMaggio & Powell 1983:15). 

Neoinstitutionalists like Scott et al. (2000) and Powell (1991) have introduced a field level approach 

to the analysis of change that aim at uncovering the heterogeneity of actors and their practices as 

well as the multilevel processes by which fields retain coherence and become transformed 

(Lounsbury 2003).  Scott et al. (2000) track the dynamics of institutional actors, logics and 

governance systems in the health care field of the San Francisco Bay Area since the 1940´s. They 

show how field-level changes were driven not only by the claims and interests of actors but also by 

shifting belief systems and regulatory structures that took shape at the field level (Lounsbury 2003).   

 

The developments mentioned above suggests that reductionist understandings of human action have 

become obsolete and have to be substituted by a model of human action that have a more complex 

view on what motivates human actors to act as they do.  As pointed out by Rosenberg the problem 

is however that “any action can be the result of almost any belief, provided the agent has the 

appropriate desire” (Rosenberg 1988:33). Tsoukas suggests that this problem is solved by rendering 
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actions intelligible and finding out the reasons they happened by “moving into a “hermeneutical 

circle” where we aim to show the coherence between actions, beliefs, and desires (Tsoukas 

2003:616).  Even though this might be a way to move forward it could be suggested that a 

researcher would then still not cover the full spectrum of elements that might motivate human 

action.  One example that may be mentioned is psychological or psychiatric factors such as 

conditions as for instance a psychopathologic disorder that may motivate and affect people’s actions 

in organizations in certain ways. Another example would be feelings that have often been 

overlooked as motivating actions in social science theories (Polkinghorne 2004).   As pointed out 

by Aristotle however we are embodied beings with passions and attachments, as well as social 

beings living among friends and in communities. And “the flourishing life” involves the totality of 

our humanness, not a reduction of it (Polkinghorne 2004:104).  The difficult question that arises 

then is how we might deal with the complexity of what might motivate the actions of humans?   

 

It may be suggested that the problem of the complexity of what might motivate humans actions may 

be solved if we adopt an actor-network inspired perspective on organizational change where what is 

focused on is not what goes on in peoples heads- that is what motivates them - but how humans 

explicitly stated ideas, beliefs, desires and actions sometimes become powerful because they are 

associated with humans and non-humans that starts acting on behalf of those ideas, beliefs, desires 

and actions in a certain time-space context.  If adopting such an approach researchers will no longer 

have to try to unveil humans “real” and often complex motivations for their actions by “moving into 

a “hermeneutical circle” as suggested by Tsoukas (Tsoukas 2003).  They can instead follow the 

human or non-human actor in focus and try to show how they became powerful or powerless by 

being associated or not being associated with other human and/or non-human elements.  And that 

regardless of what the “real” motives of humans were.  

 

Including materiality and objects as actors  

The concepts of routines and institutions are interrelated and interdependent in neoinstitutionalism. 

The one may not be understood without the other.  In Berger & Luckmanns (1966) definition of 

institutions for instance the routinized and socially constructed characteristics of institutions are 

apparent: “Institutionalization occurs whenever there is a reciprocal typification of habitualized 

actions by types of actors” (1966:72).  Actor- network theory is in contrary based on a 

constructionist ontology (Latour 1986; Callon 1986; Callon & Latour 1981; Latour 2005). It claims 
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that phenomena in the world are co-produced by humans and non-humans  - that is; material objects 

or things is said to be "authors of consequences" just as humans.   Niels Christian Nickelsen (2007) 

calls upon neoinstitutionalists to develop a higher degree of empirical sensitivity. They should 

develop concepts that reveal in more detail what is currently only vaguely conceived as “physical 

mediation” or “material circumstances”.  On the basis of an empirical analysis of the moulding of a 

rubber valve in a rubber factory based on an actor-network perspective he shows that materials do 

seem to play a role in the making of organizational routines.   He concludes that routines may be 

reconceptualised as strong, performative and stabilised programs of human as well non-human 

allies. And that they are effects of translations and negotiations among coalitions. In another 

analysis Martha Feldman and Brian Pentland (2005) also show how organizational routines may be 

theorized applying an actor network perspective on routines. A routine is theorized as an actor-

network that consists of people, their performances and supporting artefacts held together by a 

narrative about the routine.  It is suggested that non-human actants such as written standard 

operating procedures, forms and technologies may exert influence over the development of a 

routine and may also be influenced by the routine. Thus if one accepts that human action is 

embedded in social as well as material contexts that varies across time and space an actor-network 

inspired perspective on change makes it possible to take the complex relationships between the 

many different types of human and non-human actors/actants constructing institutions and 

influencing the direction and content of change in certain time-space contexts into account. 

 

Detecting motors at different levels of society  

According to Pool & Van De Ven (2004) Meyer et.al. (1993) concluded that there was a pressing 

need to develop a broader framework for thinking about organizational change, one that examined 

the mode of change and the level at which it occurred (organization or industry). In social 

evolutionary theory Baum & Singh (1994) and Miner (1994) have called for an expansion of the 

theory to include study of the processes of variation, selection and retention between different levels 

of organizational entities.  Scott et al. (2000) and Powell (1991) have introduced a field level 

approach to the analysis of change that aim at uncovering the heterogeneity of actors and their 

practices as well as the multilevel processes by which fields retain coherence and become 

transformed (Lounsbury 2003).  Thus many researchers agree that changes may take place at the 

organizational, field, societal and global level that may interact and influence local processes of 

change.  As a consequence Poole & Van de Ven (2004) suggest that researchers should look for the 



 22 

"motors" that drives change on all of these levels as well as try to figure out how these motors 

interact in processes of change.  Using an actor-network inspired perspective on change would 

make it possible and relatively easy to do just that.  Motors and generating mechanisms originating 

from the organizational, field, societal and global level would simply be expected to present 

themselves or “turn up” empirically as actants that affects local organizing processes if “they are 

there”.    

 

Explaining the role of research based knowledge in practice  

According to Polkinghorne the direct application of human science findings by practitioners 

working with people is limited in at least three ways (Polkinghorne 2004:94):  

 

(a) Findings are historically situated in that they have been obtained at a particular time with       

      particular people. The projection by probability logic that these findings apply to people  

      with the same characteristics, but who were not participants in the study, is based on  

      assumptions about the stability of findings across all the members of a certain type and  

      about the stability of findings over time.  

 

(b) There are variations among the members of a type, and knowledge about what is generally  

        so does not apply directly to the particular person that a practice is meant to assist.  

 

(c) As individuals are affected and changed by what they encounter, the impact of applications  

      varies when they are used again with the same person“  

 

Thus according to Polkinghorne (2004:94) the value of human science findings is not in instructing 

practitioners how they must proceed in order to reach the end they are seeking but in providing 

useful descriptions of what has worked in other situations and what might work in the present one.    

Research findings simply increases the density of the background from which practitioners can 

draw in making judgments about what to do.  In practice humans continuously monitor the effects 

of their actions and are ready to engage in situational improvisation, making adjustments in 

response to changes brought on by previous actions.   
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Seen from an actor-network perspective Polkinghorne neglects the role of non-humans. His 

description of the role of human science findings in relation to practice does apply however if non-

human actors are given an equally important role as human actors.  In an actor-network perspective 

human science findings enters practice as a special type of actant that may or may not mobilize and 

succeed in associating other human and non-human actants.  And whether it does is seen as an 

empirical question.  

 

Conclusion  

On the basis of what have been discussed above it is concluded that the motivations for human 

actions are complex and occurs in open-ended contexts, whose human and material features cannot 

be fully anticipated.  As a consequence the research findings about organizational change of the 

three communities have turned out inconclusive. It is also concluded that organizations may be 

understood as a “spontaneous order” or a collectively generated (Tsoukas 2003) and 

institutionalized outcome of actors improvising and translating pragmatically in order to 

accommodate local contingencies and interweave their actions as well as non-humans actions across 

space and time in ways that results in sustainable outcomes. It is assumed that truth and objectivity 

must be sought in the specific characteristics of specific situations in which action is required, and 

that truth claims must be tested in communication and experimentation by those who are 

improvising and trying to learn how to combine and translate humans and non-humans in ways that 

result in sustainable, “wished for” or attractive outcomes.  In doing such translation work the role of 

research findings is that they increases the density of the background from which researchers and 

practitioners can draw in making judgments about what to do.  If human actors translating ideas 

have knowledge about relevant research findings they may be mobilized as “actants” and become 

powerful if people and objects are mobilized by and starts acting on behalf of those findings in 

certain time-space contexts.  After having improvised and combined humans and non-humans in 

new ways based on translations of research findings translators may learn whether sustainable, 

“wished for” or attractive outcomes may or may not result from translating the research findings in 

that particular way in that particular human and material time-space context.  Finally it may be 

concluded that an actor-network inspired perspective on change may solve the problem of what 

might motivate human actors, includes materials and objects in the analysis of organizational 

change and makes it possible to detect actants or elements that influences change originating from 

the organizational, field, societal and global level of society.   
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---Tables section---  

 

 
Table 1. Three metaphors of organizational change  

Metaphor Intervention  Implementation Translation  

Focus  
 

Interventions aimed at 
introducing evidence based 
practice 

Implementation of legitimate 
policy decisions.  
 

Translation of ideas that 
travels.  

Organization 
 

Cochrane Collaboration  
 
Organization with  
- decision center/centers  
- local knowledge  
  Users 

Decision center    
                                                                           
Middle layer                   Means 
                                        -ends                     
Street-level  
bureaucrats 

Loosely coupled commu-
nities of intra- and inter-
organizational translators  
 
Means-ends locally 
constructed  

Process Centre-periphery Top-down and/or bottom up  
 

From association of few to 
association of many actors 
(actants)  

Change by 
 

Evidence based knowledge 
about crucial variables and 
effective interventions.    

Knowledge about crucial 
variables and/or processes.  

Situated learning about the 
possibilities and effects of 
associating human and non-
human elements.  

Problem  
 

If evidence based knowledge 
about treathments is not used 
in practice.  

Policy outcomes not in 
accordance with policy goals  

Negative rather than positive 
effects of the process of 
translation. 

Source: Scheuer (2007b) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 


