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Abstract

A traditional, common, and very limited view of actionable knowledge is instrumental
knowledge. Instrumental knowledge is thought of as a tool to be used at will. Aristotle
pointed out long ago that the problem with such a narrow, instrumental perspective is
that actionable knowledge is reduced to technique. While techniques may be useful,
they nonetheless (a) incorporate ethical and normative values and assumptions, which
may not always be transparent to their user; (b) they deal with specific problems at the
expense of aiding their user to form a broader understanding of the problem at hand;
(c) technique narrowly construed misses the opportunity for experimental
implementation and learning; and, (d) technique is directed at the world, leaving the
user intact. In addition to Aristotle, action-learning scholars such as Chris Argyris and
Donald Schon, have broadened and deepened our understanding of actionable
knowledge in such ways as to address these issues. The objectives of this discussion
are to investigate this shift from a narrow instrumental knowledge to a broader and
deeper actionable knowledge, recover and link the foundations of actionable
knowledge to Aristotelian philosophy of praxis (action that developmentally changes
the actor and the external world), move toward the development of an Aristotelian-
Argyrian and actionable knowledge based managerial praxis, and offer examples of
such a praxis. It is suggested from an Aristotelian-Argyrian perspective, that it may be
appropriate to join as moments in a single process: (1) an actionable epistemology
that joins ethics and actionable knowledge; (2) induction, (3) macro level structural
framing and understanding (a form of theoria), (4) meso level practical decision
within an organizational context ( a form of phronesis, practical wisdom); and, (5)
micro level experimental, action-implementation and learning (a form of reflective
techne, craft). This latter joining of techne within praxis is an unusual adaptation from
Aristotle, but can be related to Aristotle’s observation that an important way we learn
and develop is through reflective experiences.
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Introduction

According to Argyris (1993, 2003, 2004), actionable knowledge can be the
kind of knowledge that is high in action theory building and testing, experiment-based

learning, and implementable validity. Actionable knowledge, for Argyris, consists of



causal models that can be experimentally developed and put into action by
practitioners who must have the requisite skills. As Argyris, Putnam, and Smith (1985,
pp. ix, 45) explain:
“Qur focus is on knowledge that can be used to produce action, while at the
same time contributing to a theory of action....We believe there is value in
combining the study of practical problems with research that contributes to
theory building and testing. [...] [The goal of actionable knowledge] is to
generate knowledge in the service of action (Argyris, Putnam, and Smith,
1985, p.6).”
For Argyris and his associates, knowledge becomes actionable to the extent it is
produced with actionability in mind. Such knowledge is generated in vivo, with the
active involvement of practitioners, rather than in vitro by the social scientists alone.
Argyrian actionable knowledge is generated when the context of discovery overlaps
with the context of application.
In contrast, the traditional view of actionable knowledge has taken the form of
a narrower instrumental knowledge: the latter is thought to be an instrument to be
used at will. Social scientific knowledge is first produced by scholars and, after being
proved valid, is then used by practitioners. The context of discovery is clearly
demarcated from the context of application. The problem with such a view, however,
is that it reduces knowledge to technique. While techniques may be useful, they
nonetheless (a) incorporate ethical and normative values, issues, and assumptions,
which may not always be transparent to their user; (b) they deal with specific
problems at the expense of aiding their user form a broader understanding of the
problem at hand; and (c) the technique is directed at the world, leaving the user intact,
unchanged with little or no development.

However, as well as technique, actionable knowledge, according to Aristotle,

incorporates theoria, namely a way of seeing what is going on in a particular situation.



More generally, Aristotle criticizes teachers of politics who disregard theoria for the
sake of experience alone. While Aristotle extols practical wisdom (phronesis), he
points out that the principles upon which the latter rests are theoretical — they involve
practical universals concerning the fulfilled life. Human beings inherently strive for a
fulfilled life, but the latter is different from a simple state of contentment to be found
in other animals, in that life cannot be fulfilled in the absence of an understanding of
what makes a fulfilled life — what it is to live well and how life makes sense. While it
is possible for one to conduct one’s life well while remaining unreflective as to what
“well” means, one cannot be said to be living a properly fulfilling life since one would
not be making use of nous — would be failing to use the inherently human capacity for
rational thought. A fulfilled life involves the intellectual grasp of what a fulfilled life
is, not merely its living it. As Hughes (2001:51) remarks, “theoria grows out of and
completes the moral life of the good citizen”. At the same time, theoria is always
applied in concreto, in specific circumstances, for which situational judgment
(phronesis) is called for. An intellectual grasp of a situation is necessary but not a
sufficient condition for a practitioner to act. The specificity of the situation must be
grasped as well, and this calls for perceptiveness and openness to experience. Action
does not only transform the world upon which it acts but the practitioner too —

actionable knowledge is transformed from instrumental knowledge to praxis.

Aristotle and Praxis

Aristotle discussed the ideas of praxis, moral knowledge, and its methodology in the
Protrepticus, the Eudemian Ethics, and the Nicomachean Ethics. Praxis is defined in
several different ways in those works. One of the definitions of praxis is action that
developmentally changes both the actor and the external world. That is, praxis is

action that makes the actor a better person and the world a better place.



The fragments that remain from the Protrepticus suggest that it is a personal
letter from Avristotle to Themison, a prince of Cyprus. In a sense, Aristotle might be
interpreted here as acting as something of an organizational and leadership consultant
to Prince Themison. The letter explains to Themison what it means to be an ethical
leader, why he should be an ethical leader, and what types of knowledge and methods
are needed to be an ethical and effective leader. For Aristotle ethical leadership was a
single concept, if one was not ethical, one was not a leader (Nielsen, 2006; Tsoukas,
2005; Tsoukas and Cummings, 1977; Solomon, 2004). However, one could be ethical
in an individual sense, but not a leader in a social sense. Not all people and not all
ethical people are leaders.

It is quite a different portrait than what might be considered a characteristic
modernist and positivist Machiavelli’s Prince, where Machiavelli discusses the
effectiveness of different means for achieving different ends without considering the
ethics or normative values of the ends or the means. Machiavelli is sometimes
considered the first modernist (Berlin, 1978). In contrast, for Aristotle and later for
Argyris (1993, 2003, 2004), Argyris and Schon (1974), Nielsen (2006); Schon (1983,
1987) and other action-learning scholars and practitioners, ethics, values, ends and
means are considered together and in dynamic relationships.

The Eudemian Ethics (EE) and the Nicomachean Ethics (NE) are more general
discussions not directed to a particular person. They are similar with respect to
content, but the EE emphasizes more abstract theoretical principles while the NE
emphasizes more inductive empirical processes. In the NE Aristotle emphasizes
starting with the realities of the specific world a person lives in and then trying to

make oneself a better person within that particular reality while simultaneously trying



to improve that specific world reality rather than imagining ideal worlds to achieve
such as Plato and Kant imagined.

What might an Aristotelian conception of actionable knowledge in
organizational settings be (Nielsen, 2006; Tsoukas, 2005; 1997)? This paper draws on
Aristotle to provide an account of managerial praxis that extends Argyris~ work on
actionable knowledge. It is suggested, from an Aristotelian perspective, that for
managers to acquire and use actionable knowledge and develop a praxis, it may be
appropriate to join as moments in a single process: (1) an epistemology that joins
ethics, normative values and actionable knowledge; (2) induction, (3) macro level
structural understanding (a form of theoria), (4) meso level practical decision within
an organizational context (a form of phronesis, practical wisdom); and, (5) micro
level experimental, action-implementation and learning (a form of reflective techne,
craft). This latter joining of techne within praxis is an unusual adaptation from
Aristotle, but can be related to Aristotle’s observation that an important way we learn
and develop is through reflective experiences.

Much of the field of organizational studies and organizational ethics separates
rather than joins ethics, induction, theoretical understanding, practical decision-in-
context, and practical action. That is, much of organizational ethics and organization
studies focus separately on induction, abstract ethics principles, decision application
of abstract principles to cases, and ethics action methods. Instead, as we argue in this
paper, a manager might inductively experience, theoretically understand the big macro
level picture (including ethics), take a meso organizational level practical decision,
and use micro level techniques to implement, learn, and revise a decision. In other
words, the challenge is to join rather than separate the above dimensions of

knowledge if the latter is to be seen as actionable.



For example, a manger might inductively experience the pressures of a
shareholder value driven business with an unethical financial opportunity such as
misrepresenting the attractiveness of a company’s stock in exchange for investment
banking business. The manager might understand the macro level big picture that the
pressures in shareholder value businesses are different than the pressures in
managerial capitalist or family controlled businesses and that reputational risk from
unethical activities might compress price/earnings ratios, reduce shareholder value,
and diminish ethical character. The manager might take the meso level organizational
decision to align performance appraisal and reward systems with ethical behaviors so
as to reduce the chances of financial misrepresentation. Further, the manager might
effectively use dialogic and win-win negotiating micro techniques to achieve
implementation of the ethically aligned performance appraisal and reward system,
learn from that implementation, and revise the decision. Joined together, the above
five process moments might be considered a form of managerial praxis. In the

next section, each one is described separately.

Argyris, Aristotle, and Praxis

1. An epistemoloqy that joins ethics and actionable knowledge.

Aristotle’s epistemology joins ethics with actionable knowledge. For Aristotle
(NE, Book 1) “Every art and every investigation, and similarly every action and
pursuit, is considered to aim at some good....Does it not follow, then, that a
knowledge of the good is of great importance to us for the conduct of our
lives.” Later in Book 6 of the NE in referring to an example of the leader where
effectiveness and ethics are joined, Aristotle refers to Pericles, “Pericles and

others like him are prudent (have practical, actionable wisdom), because they



can envisage what is good for themselves and for people in general; we
consider that this quality belongs to those who understand the management
of households or states....Practical wisdom must be a true state, reasoned
and capable of action in the sphere of human goods.”

As Aristotle joined consideration of ends and means in a dynamic
relationship, so do Argyris, Putnam, and Smith. Argyris, Putham, and Smith
(1985, pp. 45-46) explain as follows.

“The importance of purpose to the designing action will be readily
acknowledged. But at this point we can distinguish the mainstream
epistemology of practice from that of action science. In the mainstream
model, as Schon (1983, p.33) notes, practical knowledge is construed
as knowledge of the relationship of means to ends. Purposes or ends
are taken as givens, inputs to the decision process. Scientific
knowledge is then applied to the technical problem of choosing the
best means to achieve those ends. This construal is consistent with the
positivist separation of fact and value, according to which rationality
and knowledge pertain to the realm of facts. The choice of purposes
involves value judgments, and therefore is not in the realm of scientific
knowledge.”

As does Aristotle, Argyris, Putnam and Smith (1985: ) reject this
modernist and positivist separation. They argue as follows:

“The reference to ethics should not be taken as limiting the generality
of the present argument. Moral reasoning is an aspect of practical
reasoning, which deals with questions about how to act....It may help
to note the ambiguous meaning of the term practical. In modern usage
it commonly means useful or utilitarian, as in the sense that a table saw
is a practical means of cutting wood. This is consistent with the means-
ends construal of the mainstream. But a more ancient meaning of
practical goes back to Aristotle’s notion of praxis, which referred to ‘the
disciplines and activities predominant in man’s ethical and political life’
(Bernstein, 1971, p. x). Practical reasoning, in this second sense of
‘practical,’ is concerned with choices about what to do. It is concerned
with ends as well as means, and has a valuational or moral
component....We might add that no amount of technical knowledge, in
the absence of intelligently chosen ends, is ‘practical’ even in the first
sense of the word.”

2. Induction.



For Aristotle, induction is a foundational process. In the NE (Books 1
and 6) Aristotle observes that “For these variable facts are the starting-points
for the apprehension of the end, since the universals are reached from the
particulars...Practical wisdom ... involves knowledge of particular facts, which
become know from experience; and a young man is not experienced,
because experience takes some time to acquire.” As Monan (1968, p. 71)
concludes, for Aristotle, “...universal moral knowledge both originates in the
singular variety and also is orientated toward evaluations of singular cases of
conduct.”

Induction is important because practical matters (ta prakta) are variable
and lack exactness. Practical universals such as, for example, courage,
kindness, boldness, openness or generosity cannot be precisely codified. We
build up our understanding of those notions by grasping instances of each
one of them. Such notions cannot be objects of theoretical definition precisely
because of their inexactness. What is an act of courage in one occasion may
be a rash action in another. Yet mainstream science treats them as if they
were theoretical constructs that can be defined independently of context. Yet
the superficial similarities between practical universals and theoretical
concepts (in that both types of notions make references to generic categories)
mask important differences. Just like the notion “if, then” one finds in causality
statements (“If the temperature falls below 0 degrees Celsius, then the water
begins to freeze”) is different from the “if, then” notion one finds in logic (“If
Euclid’s axioms are accepted, then the sum of all angles in a triangle equals
180 degrees”), in that the former includes time whereas the second does not

(Bateson, 1979:63), so the definitions of theoretical constructs and practical



universals are differently arrived at: practical universals are derived from
particulars. We develop an understanding of, say, courage, from particular
instances in the past, which we further refine in the light of particular situations
we are confronted with. Our understanding of the end at which our action
aims is refined in deciding what means to employ. We come to understand
the values underlying our practice better by considering the means through
which they will be instantiated. To deliberate about particular actions is,
simultaneously, to deliberate about the end those actions will serve — what a
fulfilled life involves. Ends and means, values and instruments, universals and

particulars are mutually constituted.

3. Theoria as intelligent, reflective, actionable framing.

For Aristotle, theoria is cognitive understanding that comes from
contemplation, experience, and reflective action. With respect to Aristotelian
praxis according to Bernstein (1971, p. 34), “ Theoria... is the articulation of
the rationality ingredient in praxis. There is then an ultimate harmony of theory
and practice — theoria and praxis — not in the sense that philosophy guides
action, but rather in the sense that philosophy is the comprehension of what is;
it is the comprehension of the logos ingredient in praxis....There is an ultimate
unity of theory and practice ...in its self-reflective form, theoria.”

Aristotle offers the following example of theoria in relation to practice,
“For example, suppose that someone knows that light flesh foods are
digestible and wholesome, but does not know what kinds are light; he will be

less likely to produce health than one who knows that chicken is wholesome.



But prudence is practical, and therefore it must have both kinds of
knowledge.”

The theoretical knowledge is that “light flesh foods are digestible and
wholesome.” That is in Bernstein’s words an “articulation of the rationality
ingredient in praxis.” However, for praxis to be complete, it needs an
additional dimension of actionable knowledge, that the chicken Aristotle refers
to is a type of light flesh food (more about this below). Through induction and
reflection on experience, or formal training, it is learned that chicken in
digestible and wholesome. Through further induction, training and reflective
action with other types of foods such as light fish, a broader theoretical
understanding is developed about light flesh foods. Theoria, theoretical
understanding, helps frame the situation with respect to the issue being about
choices that have to do with health and the relevance of light, flesh foods, and
the particular choices of light fish, chicken vs. for example, heavy pork. It is
here that evidence-based management appears to be most helpful in so far
as it codifies available information about what kinds of policies produce what
kinds of results (Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006). Note that insofar as we frame a
situation in a particular way, we can re-frame it. It is theoria that makes
change possible. Through theoria we can inquire about our actions and
assumptions and attempt to see things more clearly than before.

But this example about diet, namely the relationship between light food
and health, has its limits when it comes to understanding Aristotelian virtuous
action. Eating chicken or fish will produce health, whether one knows it one or
not. Cretan or Japanese diets, for example, are renowned for being conducive

to heart health but it does not mean that those time-old diets were invented
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because their practitioners knew they would lead to good results. A particular
diet produces results independently of people knowing why it does so. In the
case of virtuous action, however, this is not the case. If an anxious young
researcher asks a senior scholar whether his paper is likely to be well
received by a leading journal and the answer he gets is “I am afraid not; the
paper is not well developed yet”, then this reply is a kind reply only insofar as
the respondent understands it as such. To be good, remarks Aristotle
(1144a13-19), it is not enough for one to act well but also to be in a certain
state of mind: “Just as we say that some people who perform just acts are still
not just, for example, those who carry out the requirements of the (ethical) law
unwillingly, or through ignorance, or for some ulterior purpose and not for
what they are, and yet are actually doing what is right, and all that a good man
is bound to do; so, it seems, there is a state of mind in which a person can
perform the various kinds of act in such a way as to be a good man; that is,
when he does them from choice, and for the sake of the acts themselves”. Is,
for example, the senior scholar's response an act of kindness or an
unsympathetic lack of encouragement? Knowing what kindness is, is not
enough. It is important to be able to discern whether this particular reply, in
this particular context, is indeed what kindness is like (Hughes, 2001:101). But
for this judgement to be made one needs to leave the realm of theory and
move to phronesis.

4. Phronesis and Practical Decision/Choice.

Phronesis refers to how a practical universal is applied in particular
circumstances: to know the right principles (theoria) and how to apply them by

seeing what is the right thing to do in a particular context. Whereas theoretical
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thinking aims at enhancing understanding, practical thinking — the thinking
that characterizes a phronimos - is concerned with how to act. How to act is
not a merely technical matter but a moral too. To act wisely — to be phronimos
— is to be good at thinking how to live a fulfilled life. Living a fulfilled life is not
the same thing as producing a product. As Aristotle notes, acting (praxis) is
different from producing (poiesis). Being good at how one lives is different
from being good at making things. In the case of the latter, whether one is
good at building houses or in treating patients is determined by the kinds of
houses they build or patients they treat — the product is different from the
process that produces it. However, in the case of acting morally one does not
produce anything. A fulfilled life (eudaimonia) is not the product of particular
actions, it is a state of being. Fulfilment consists in undertaking those actions
one considers worthwhile. As Hughes (2001:89) remarks, “being good at
living a fulfilled life just is being able to live such a life, and living it is not a
process one undertakes for the sake of something else which is produced as
a result. The point of the good life just is the living of it”.

While both acting and producing involve thinking, the types of thinking
they involve are different. In the case of producing, the agent thinks primarily
in terms of causal effectiveness — what he or she needs to do to bring about a
particular state of affairs (e.g. what medicine to use to treat this patient, or
whether that kind of material is appropriate for this type of house, etc). In the
case of acting, the agent thinks primarily qualitatively and only secondarily
causally- what he or she does is the right thing to do. In acting agents
manifest their identity; they indicate what the point of it all is. Fulfilment,

therefore, is not a state of affairs to be produced by particular means but a
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way of living a particular kind of life thoughtfully. New businesses, for example,
start like this. For Apple, in its early stages, the aim might have been to
spread computing power to the people. For the Body Shop, the aim might
have been to help the world through fair trade and be kind to animals. The
point of such businesses is not merely to make money but to act in particular
ways their founders regarded as noble and worthwhile. Orientation in life
comes before thinking of steps to realize a particular aim.

Although we do not deliberate about trying to be fulfilled, we do
deliberate what shape fulfilment will take. It is not just a question of finding the
right means to realize a given end. In finding the right means we give our aim
a particular form; we come to understand the end better by deliberating what
to do, situation by situation (Hughes, 2001:105). A practical syllogism involves
a general principle or statement which refers to types of things, such as, for
example, “Following the norms is virtuous”; it involves also a minor premise,
which includes particular things, such as for example, “Requesting a doubling
of my salary as a CEO is nothing more than to follow the industry norms”.
Whether this particular request is virtuous or a manifestation of greed
depends on one’s ability to recognize what is salient in a particular situation.
The ability to discern requires not merely a correct grasp of the notion of, here,
norm-following in an industry but also the experience to use it correctly.
Practical wisdom reads a situation in universal terms and by doing so refines
the agent’s understanding of the universal. As Hughes (2001:105-6) notes,
“where the moral life is concerned, to deliberate about particular actions is
also to deliberate about what a fulfilled and worthwhile life involves. It is

therefore to become the kind of person who sees life in a particular way, and
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sees one’s decisions as fitting into that vision of a life. This blend of practical
living and theoria is the activity of a particular kind of agent — a morally
admirable person.”

Aristotle makes a key point with respect to the ethical dimension of
practice that understanding what is ethical is not the same as making ethical
decisions, i.e., cognitive understanding of what an ethical decision is, is not
the same as making the ethical decision. Aristotle (NE, Book 6, Ch. 12)
explains: “Phronesis is concerned with acts/decisions that are just and
admirable and good for man; these are the acts that are characteristic of the
good man, and knowing about them does not makes us any more capable of
doing them.... The case is just the same as it is with knowledge about facts
relating to health and physical fithess ... because the mere possession of
knowledge about medicine or physical training does not make us any more
capable of putting our knowledge into practice.”

5. Techne and technical skills.

Aristotle’s suspicion of skilled, artistic, implementation (techne) can be traced
back to Plato’s suspicion of artistic and skilled implementation that can be
effective but not ethical because of manipulation and appeal to the
unreasoned passions and demagoguery. What Aristotle is concerned with
here is the type of Sophist and Sophistry that separates technique from ethics.
Some Sophists gave instruction in rhetoric applied to winning in politics
without concern for the ethics of means or ends. This is not unlike many of
today’s political marketing consultants.

Nonetheless, Aristotle did consider some aspects of skills to have

important ethical dimensions. In Aristotle’s (NE, Book 2, Ch. 7) discussion of
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proportionality and the mean applied to particular virtues, Aristotle discusses
social conduct and self-expression. Aristotle considers a mean to be
friendliness (philia), excess to be obsequiousness (areskeia) and flattery
(kolakeia) and deficiency to be cantankerousness (duskolia). Aristotle also
considers a mean of self-expression to be truthfulness (aletheia), the excess
to be boastfulness (alazoneia) and the deficiency to be understatement
(eironeia). For example, Aristotle might have been concerned with a change
agent who emphasized friendliness and understatement too much so as to
conceal negative and harmful side effects of a proposed change.

Argyris shares Aristotle’s suspicion of skilled technique, but
nonetheless emphasizes its importance as a key dimension of praxis. Argyris
makes a key distinction between what he calls “skilled incompetence” and
“actionable knowledge skills”. Argyris (1986, p. 2) explains:

“By adeptly avoiding conflict with coworkers, some executives

eventually wreak organizational havoc. And it's their very adeptness

that's the problem. The explanation for this lies in what | call skilled
incompetence, whereby managers use practiced routine behaviour

(skill) to produce what they do not intend (incompetence)....How can

skilful actions be counterproductive...the skilled behaviour — the

spontaneous and automatic responses — was meant to avoid upset and
conflict at the meetings. The unintended by-products are what cause
trouble. Because the executives don’t say what they really mean or test
the assumptions they really hold, their skills inhibit a resolution of the
important intellectual issues embedded in developing the
strategy....One of the most powerful ways people deal with potential
embarrassment is to create ‘organizational defensive routines.’ | define
these as any action or policy designed to avoid surprise,
embarrassment, or threat. But they also prevent learning and thereby
prevent organizations from investigating or eliminating the underlying
problems.”

Aristotle might refer to such phenomenon as a disproportionate deficiency of

honesty and a disproportionate excess of friendliness.
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Richard Nielsen remembers a kitchen conversation with Chris Argyris
about Robert Greenleaf, coiner of the term and developer of the method
called “Servant Leadership,” where Argyris was critical of Greenleaf and his
method because he was so sincerely caring and friendly that some people
would respond positively more to him as a friendly caring person and his
friendly, caring affect than to what he said.

Nonetheless, Argyris does emphasize the importance of skilled techniques,

but techniques that balance reason (logos) than friendly, caring affect.

Examples of Aristotelian-Argyrian Managerial Praxis

Three examples of Aristotelian-Argyrian managerial praxis are analyzed
below: Jan Carlzon, CEO of Scandinavian Airlines; Robert Greenleaf, Human
Resources Vice President of A.T.&T. and author of Servant Leadership, and a
televison program producer who prefers to remain anonymous. All three cases will be
considered with respect to the five dimensions of Aristotelian-Argyrian managerial
praxis: joining of ethics with actionable knowledge; induction; theoretical framing;
phronesis, practical decision-choice; and, techne, actionable knowledge skills.

Television Producer.

The television producer went to a small liberal arts college in a rural area. She
majored in communications. As an undergraduate student she worked as an intern at a
local television station. She has no formal management education. After working
about twenty years in the industry, she was employed as a producer of a nationally
syndicated talk program. Her immediate boss was the Executive Producer of the

program.
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One of the programs she was producing involved the interviewing of a family
including the fourteen year old daughter. The program was scheduled for taping in the
morning with a full production crew. As part of her preparation for the program, she
interviewed the fourteen year old girl. From the interview, the producer inductively
sensed that the girl was very fragile and since the subject of the program was very
controversial, married parents having lovers, and since the program would be
advertised in her local community, the fourteen year old who she sensed was very
fragile, might be hurt by ridicule from fellow students in her school and neighborhood.

The producer was simultaneously concerned with the ratings success of the
program and the ethical treatment of the fourteen year old.

Two sets of theories helped the producer frame the situation (theoria):
developmental psychology and shareholder value capitalism. From her inductive
observations of the child the producer thought that there might be a psychological
issue. The producer called in a psychologist on retainer to the program and asked for a
quick evaluation. The psychologist confirmed the producer’s concern that the child
could be damaged from both the program and the publicity about the program. The
producer was also aware that recently the news division of the television network had
been subsumed within the entertainment division of the company and that the top
level entertainment managers were very concerned about short-term shareholder value
pressures and ratings.

The producer had to make a practical and ethical decision (phronesis). Among
the alternatives she considered were running the show as scheduled, canceling the
program, and delaying and re-formating the program without the fourteen year old
child present. She decided to choose the delaying and reformatting of the program

without the fourteen year old child. This decision would require several hours
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overtime work for the production crew and would probably produce lower ratings,
and she would need the permission of the program Executive Producer and a high
level manager of the Entertainment Division to change the program and authorize the
overtime for the production crew.

She had to also choose which action skills (techne) she would use in
discussing the problem with her superiors. Her primary reasons for reformatting the
program were a Kantian categorical imperative type concern about using the child for
ratings at the expense of hurting the child and an Aristotelian proportionality concern
that the person, the child, was too young to be able to handle this difficult type of
subject in public and face the possible ridicule of her friends and school mates.

However, given the pressures of short-term ratings and shareholder value
pressures her bosses were under, she did not think those arguments would be effective.
Instead, she used a cost-benefit, utilitarian type argument that she was less concerned
about, but that was also true. That is, if the girl was hurt, the program and the network
could be sued, risk censure from the regulatory agency, and possibly create
reputational risk to the network that might compress the price/earnings ratio of the
network’s stock since price/earnings ratios tend to contract in situations that are
considered politically and legally risky. While her bosses were initially vehemently
opposed to reformatting the show without the child and incurring the overtime costs
for the delayed taping, they were eventually convinced by the cost-benefit, utilitarian
argument framed within the context of potential reputational risk effects on
shareholder value and possible law suits.

All five elements of Aristotelian-Argyrian praxis were exhibited in this case.
There was induction. From her experience and tacit knowledge, she sensed that the

child could be hurt and that this could cause problems for the program and the
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network. There was joining of ethical concern with program ratings, costs,
profitability, and shareholder value. There was theoretical framing (theoria) with
respect to psychology and the shareholder value form of capitalism. There was ethical
and practical decision-choice to delay and reformat the program. There was effective
discussion skills that used the utilitarian, cost-benefit argument instead of the Kantian
categorical imperative or Aristotelian proportionality arguments.

Robert Greenleaf, A.T.&T., and “Servant Leadersip” (Greenleaf, 1977, Frick

and Spears, 1996; Nielsen, 1993, 1998).

Robert Greenleaf was also the graduate of a small, liberal arts college in a
rural area, Carleton College. When Greenleaf graduated from college there was a
severe economic recession and it was very difficult to find a job. His first job was a
manual laborer in a wiring crew that put up and repaired telephone poles for
American Telephone and Telegraph Company. After thirty years working for the
company, he advanced to the position of Human Resources Vice President.

As the Human Resources Vice President he inductively noticed that while
A.T.& T. was then the largest employer of women in the United States, there were no
women managers. At the time, there were not statistics broken down by gender, this
was something he noticed, did some systematic research and confirmed.

He was concerned about this for both efficiency and ethical reasons. He had
also inductively noticed in his life that there were many capable professional women,
it was an economic waste not to utilize such good human resources, and he thought it
was unethical to discriminate against women.

How was he going to theoretically frame this issue. Initially, he thought that
this might be a more or less typical gender discrimination issue by men against

women. However, it was his inductive experience that many of the managers at the
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company had similar views to his own about the professional abilities of women and
the desirability of optimizing the efficiency and effectiveness of human resources
including women as human resources. It was also his inductive experience that
sometimes when there were pervasive problems in a company, this indicated system
level problems. He also understood his company’s power and status reality that a
human resources manager, even a Vice President of Human Resources, had much less
power than the regional line managers who made decisions about hiring and
promotions. He did not have the authority or the power to order change from the
status quo.

He decided to make a decision about either ignoring the issue or intervening.
He made the practical decision to intervene and investigate the issue with the
possibility of correcting what might be a systematic problem. He made this decision
for both ethical, efficiency, and managerial systems effectiveness reasons.

He also had to choose which action skills to use in addressing the issue,
particularly in meeting with individual regional line managers. He arranged individual
meetings with each of the regional managers. He began each meeting with friendly
small talk about each other and each others families and company gossip about
mangers they both knew. All the regional managers as well as Greenleaf had worked
in the company for over twenty-five years and they knew each other well. Instead of
accusing the regional line managers of discriminating against women, he asked each
of them for their help in understanding why there were no women managers in the
company. Instead of starting from general principles, he asked them to help him trace
inductively the career paths of different women in their divisions. Emerging from the
discussions was the discovery that there was a crucial turning point in the career paths

of women. At that time, all potential managers had to rotate through an operations
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field experience installing telephone poles. In the early years of the company, crews
of men would physically lift and carry and install the telephone poles. In the early
years of the company, this was considered too physically demanding for women.
Greenleaf asked what was the heaviest thing an operations crew member had to lift
today. Machines now carried and implanted the poles. The heaviest thing was a 50
pound bale of wire.

Greenleaf asked the mangers for help designing an experiment to see whether
the work was still too physically demanding for women. Experiments were arranged
assigning women to ground crews. Most of the women did have difficulty lifting the
fifty pound bales of wire. A further experiment was developed to see if it made any
difference to have twenty-five pound bales instead of fifty pound bales. The cost was
essentially the same and the men also preferred the twenty-five pound bales. The
women performed just as well as the men. The women who moved through the
ground crew operations experience were now eligible for assignment to the
management training program. They went through the program and performed just as
well as men. As a result of the experiments, the policy was changed to allow women
to join the ground crew rotations and be eligible for the management training program.

All five elements of Aristotelian-Argyrian praxis were exhibited in this case.
There was induction. From his experience he noticed that there were no women
managers and many of the male managers were not prejudiced against women. In his
theoretical framing of the situation (theoria), he understood the problem to be more
one of a possible flaw in a managerial system than systematic prejudice against
women and he understood the power dynamics of line managers and staff managers.
There was phronesis, practical decision-choice. Greenleaf chose to intervene in the

situation dialogically and frame the issue as a possible system failure rather than
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ignore the situation, order change, or accuse line managers. There was joining of
ethical concern with organizational efficiency and possible waste of talented human
resources. There was effective discussion skills that used dialogic inquiry and bottom-
up tracing of cases to find potential system biases and subsequent experimentation to

test possible policy changes.

3. Jan Carlzon, CEO, Scandinavian Airlines (Carlzon, 1987; Peters, 1987;
WSJ, 1993).

Jan Carlzon was CEO of Scandinavian Airlines from 1981 to 1994. He
received his MBA from the Stockholm School of Economics in 1967. At the age of 32
he was appointed Managing Director of Vingesor and succeeded in reversing the
company’s economic decline. In 1978 he was appointed Managing Director of
Linjeflyg, Sweden’s major domestic airline and was able to reverse heavy economic
losses and turn the company into a profitable company. In 1981 he became CEO and
President of SAS, the consortium of the national airlines of Denmark, Norway, and
Sweden. As he did at Linjeflyg, he was able to return SAS into a profitable company
within one year. According to Peters (1987, p. viii) “SAS returned to profitability in
just a year, while the rest of the international airlines tallied a record $2 billion
collective loss. By 1984, SAS had been voted Air Transport World’s “Airline of the
Year.”” He also appears to exhibit an Aristotelian-Argyrian praxis of actionable
knowledge.

Induction was a key part of Carlzon’s method. Carlzon (1987, p. 3) explains,
“Last year, each of our 10 million customers came in contact with approximately five
SAS employees, and this contact lasted an average of 15 second each time. Thus, SAS
is ‘created’ in the minds of our customers 50 million times a year, 15 seconds at a

time. These 50 million ‘moments of truth’ are the moments that ultimately determine
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whether SAS will succeed or fail as a company...If we are truly dedicated to orienting
our company toward each customer’s individual need, then we cannot rely on rule
books and instruction from distant corporate offices. We have to place responsibility
for ideas, decisions, and actions with the people who are SAS during those 15
seconds.”

Carlzon was also able to learn inductively from his mistakes. Carlzon ordered
his Director of Cargo Operations to make a change. According to Carlzon (1987, p.
35), “He obeyed and ... it was a big flop. Why? Because | had made a decision from
the top of the pyramid about an aspect of the business that was completely unfamiliar
to me. | lacked a basic knowledge of the cargo market’s special structure and division
of labor....If | had crated an atmosphere in which the cargo managers’ own ideas
flourished, of course, the mistake would not have been made.”

Carlzon also understands organizational theoria and uses this to help
understand the problem and why his changes might succeed. Carlzon (1987, p. 3-4)
explains, “This approach may seem to turn the traditional corporation upside down. It
does, and | believe that is necessary. The traditional corporate structure resembles a
layered pyramid with a pointed top, several intermediate levels, and a base connected
with the market. At the tope of the company sit the chief executive and a number of
highly qualified vice presidents — well-educated, skilled specialists in finance,
production, exports, and sales....At the bottom of the pyramid are the foot-soldiers,
which include both blue- and white-collar workers. These are the people who have
daily contact with the customers and who know the most about the company’s
frontline operations. Ironically, however, they are typically powerless to respond the

individual situations that constantly arise.”
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Carlzon is also able to interpret and frame the turnaround situation in a
globalization context. Carlzon (1987, pp. 4-5) explains, “Increasingly unable to
compete from a product-oriented advantage, the Western economies are being
transformed into ‘service’ economies. We are at an historic crossroad where the age
of customer orientation has arrived....In a customer-driven company, the distribution
of roles is radically different. The organization is decentralized, with responsibility
delegate to those who until now have comprised the order-obeying bottom level of the
pyramid. The traditional, hierarchical corporate structure, in other words, is beginning
to give way to a flattened, more horizontal, structure.

Carlzon appears to exhibit phronesis, wise and practical decision. It was
decided that much more authority for decision would be given to lower level
employees. In addition, it was decided that the traditional identical service that was
offered to business travelers, family travelers, and tourist travelers would be modified.
These and other decisions appear to have been successful for over ten years.

Ethics appears to have also been a key dimension of Carlzon’s praxis. The
concept of *“equality” was very important in post-war Sweden. It had been
operationalized as treating all customers the same. This was a problem since the needs
of business travelers, family travelers, and tourists are not the same. Carlzon was able
to engage with this concept and reformulate it such that treating everyone
appropriately and fairly was not the same as treating everyone identically. A new
EuroClass (Business Class) was created and approved by the regulatory authorities
who had previously rejected this class based on the previous understanding of the
“equality” concept. There was another important ethical concept that Carlzon engaged
with, “Aman,” where it was considered unethical to fire an employee without just

cause. It is much easier, at least in the short run, in a turnaround situation not to be
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encumbered by such ethical concerns. Nonetheless, Carlzon embraced and joined this
concept to his turnaround decisions. Carlzon (1987, p. 84) explains, “Sweden’s
‘Aman’laws, which guarantee that an employee cannot be fired without good cause,
have compelled us to take a hard look at employment security. Perhaps many U.S.
business executives would take issue with this legislation, but I think it’s a blessing. It
provides a basic platform of security that allows the decentralization of responsibility
and encourages some risk-taking. Surprisingly, in decentralizing SAS, we have met
with less success in the United States than anywhere else. We like to think of America
as the land of the free and the home of the brave, but Americans are actually reluctant
to take risks in their daily jobs. I think this is because most U.S. companies do not
offer real job security. Either you keep the boss happy or you don’t get paid next
week.”

Carlson appears also to have exhibited very effective action skills (techne) in
discussing strategies and tactics with various constituencies. For example, Carlzon
(1987, p. | 87) explains as follows, “In 1981, we were preparing to implement many
organizational changes at SAS, we distributed to all 20,000 employees a red-covered
booklet called “‘Let’s Get in There and Fight,” soon popularly nicknamed “the little red
book.” The booklet was a tool to help us present our overall vision and strategy and,
more specifically, our expectations of the employees themselves....Simplistic or not,
the little red book was an effective communications tool internally. Having done away
with the old hierarchical structure, we couldn’t order our employees to do things
differently. Instead, we had to convey our vision of the company and convince them
that they could and should take responsibility for carrying our that vision. The little

red book’s pictures and words did just that.”
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All five elements of Aristotelian-Argyrian praxis appear to be exhibited in this
case. There was induction. For example, Carlzon paid very close attention to the 15
second “50 million moments of truth” where SAS employees interacted briefly with
customers. Similarly, he paid very close attention to how and why his decisions
concerning Cargo operations were mistakes. In his theoretical framing of the situation
(theoria), he understood the turnaround problems involved organizational structure,
top down decision making, and globalization issues. There was engagement and
joining of ethical concerns with strategies and decisions as was exhibited in the
reframing of the “equality” concept and the engagement with the “Aman”
employment security value as a stimulus to risk taking rather than as a obstacle.
There was phronesis, practical decision-choice. Carlzon’s restructuring and
product/service changes worked for over ten years. Carlzon’s communication skills
were very effective in building consensus for the turnaround strategies across multiple
constituencies.
Conclusion

As can be seen from the above examples, comparisons, and analyses, there are
important similarities between Aristotelian and Argyrian praxis and epistemology of
actionable knowledge. There are also important differences between the Aristotelian-
Argyrian epistemology of actionable knowledge compared to modern positivist social
science particularly with respect to the focus on (1) joining rather that separation of
ethics/value concerns and science, (2) induction relative to deduction, (3) theory as a
framing for reflecting on practice and understanding our actions rather than primarily
a guide to action; (4) focus on practical action decisions more than cognition; and, (5)
a deep concern for the effectiveness of action, implementation skills that are joined to

the other dimensions of praxis rather than separated. This type of epistemology of
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actionable knowledge may be particularly appropriate for practitioners and

professional schools.

References
Ackrill, J.L.
1980 ‘Aristotle on Action’. In Anmelie Oksenberg Rorty, Ed., Essays on

Aristotle’s Ethics. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Argyris, Chris and Donald A. Schon.
1974 Theory in Practice: Increasing Professional Effectiveness. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Argyris, Chris
1986 ‘Skilled Incompetence,” Harvard Business Review, September-
October, pp.1-7.

Argyris, Chris.
2004 Reasons and Rationalizations: The Limits to Organizational
Knowledge. New York: Oxford University Press, 2004.

Argyris, Chris
2003 ‘A Life Full of Learning, Organization Studies, 24, 7, 1178-1192.

Argyris, Chris
1993 Knowledge For Action. San Francisco, Jossey-Bass.

Argyris, Chris, Robert Putnam, Diana McLain Smith.
1985 Action Science: Concepts, Methods, and Skills for Research and
Intervention. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Aristotle

2008 Aristotle: Protrepticus. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge Classical Texts and Commentaries.

Aristotle

1964 Protrepticus: A Reconstruction. South Bend, Indiana: University of
Notre Dame Press.

Aristotle

2004 Aristotle. The Athenian Constitution. The Eudemian Ethics. On
Virtues and Vices. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, Loeb
Classical Library.

Aristotle

1981 The Ethics of Aristotle. The Nicomachean Ethics. New York: Penguin
Books.

Bateson, G.

27



1979 Mind and Nature, Toronto: Bantam

Bernstein, Richard J.
1971 Praxis and Action. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Bernstein, Richard J.
1976 The Restructuring of Social and Political Theory. Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press.

Bowie, Norman E.

1999 Business Ethics: A Kantian Prespective. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers.
Frick, Don M. and Larry Spears, Eds.
1996 On Becoming a Servant Leader. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
Geuss, R.
1981 The Idea of a Critical Theory. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Greenleaf, Robert K.
1977 Servant Leadership. New York: Paulist Press.
Hughes, G.J.

2001 Aristotle on Ethics. London: Routledge

Maclintyre, Alasdair.
1981, 1984  After Virtue. Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press.

Monan, J. Donald.
1968 Moral Knowledge And Its Methodology In Aristotle. Oxford: The
Clarendon Press, Oxford University Press.

Moore, Geoff and Ron Beadle.
2006 ‘In search of organisational virtue in business: Agents, practices,
institutions and environments’. Organization Studies 27.

Nielsen, Richard P.

2006 ‘Introduction to the Special issue. In Search of Organizational Virtue:
Moral Agency in Organizations,” Organization Studies, 27 (3), 317-
322.

Nielsen, Richard P.

1996 The Politics of Ethics: Methods for Acting, Learning, and Sometimes
Fighting, With Others in Addressing Ethics Problems in
Organizational Life. New York: Oxford University Press, The Ruffin
Series in Business Ethics.

Nielsen, Richard P.

2003 ‘Organization Theory and Ethics: Varieties and Dynamics of
Constrained Optimization’. In Haridimos Tsoukas and Christian
Knudsen. The Oxford Handbook of Organization Theory: Meta-

28



Theoretical Perspectives. Oxford: Oxford University Press: 476-501.

Nielsen, Richard P.

2003 ‘Systematic Corruption in Financial Services, Types of Capitalism, and
Ethics Intervention Methods’. Business & Professional Ethics Journal
23: 135-165.

Nielsen, Richard P.

1993. ‘Woolman’s ‘I Am We’ triple-loop, action-learning: Origin and
application in organizational ethics,” Journal of Business Ethics, 29 (1):
117-138.

Nielsen, Richard P.

1998 ‘Quaker Foundations for Greenleaf’s Servant Leadership and
Friendly Disentangling Method,” in Larry Spears, Ed., Insights
on Leadership: Service, Stewardship, Spirit, and Servant-Leadership.
New York: John Wiley.

Pfeffer, Jeffrey and R.I. Sutton

2006 ‘Evidence-Based Management,” Harvard Business Review, January,
62-74.

Polanyi, Michael.

1967 The Tacit Dimension. NY: Anchor Books.

Rorty, Richard

1979 Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

Schon, Donald A.
1987 Educating the Reflective Practitioner. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Schon, Donald A.
1983 The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action.
New York: Basic Books.

Solomon, Robert C.
2004 ‘Aristotle, Ethics and Business Organizations’. Organization Studies,
25, 6, 1021-1043.

Tsoukas, Hardimos.
2005 Complex Knowledge: Studies in Organizational Epistemology. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Tsoukas, Hardimos.

1994 ‘Refining common sense: Types of knowledge in management
studies,” Journal of Management Studies, 31, 761-780.

29



Tsoukas, Hardimos and Cummings, Stephen.
1997 ‘Marginalization and Recovery: The Emergence of Aristotelian
Themes in Organization Studies’. Organization Studies, 18/4, 655-83.

Trevino, Linda K. and Katherine A. Nelson

2004 Managing Business Ethics: Straight Talk About How To Do It Right.
Danvers, MA: Wiley.

30



