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Concepts on the catwalk: The role of fashion in mediating between 

academic and practitioner knowledge 

 

Introduction 

Much of the existing debate on the relationship between academic research and management 

practice has been framed in terms of the tension between ‘relevance’ and ‘rigour’. This framing 

emphasizes the problematic relationship between the (academic) production and the 

(practitioner) application of knowledge, with different contributions suggesting various ways of 

ameliorating that relationship. Amongst these contributions, proponents of the rigour school 

argue that the most important role of academic research is to produce knowledge – as March puts 

it, ‘the development of fundamental ideas that might shape managerial thinking, not in the 

solution of immediate managerial problems’ (March 2000).  On the other hand, the ‘relevance’ 

school argues that there are important political, ethical and practical reasons to make academic 

research more useful to practitioners, and that mechanisms of more relevant knowledge 

production do exist or can be feasibly assembled (Starkey and Madan 2001).  

The relevance versus rigour debate certainly captures many of the challenges and contradictions 

facing academics. However, framing academic-practtioner interactions in these terms comes too 

close to latent academic insecurities about their societal role to be untouched by their concerns for 

self-image and identity. As previous research has shown, professional groups are notoriously 

unreliable witnesses on their own practices (Whalley 1986), not least because they speak from 

within a particular ideology which frames the role and values of their profession (Freidson 1986). 

Thus, the argument that the role of academics is to develop ‘fundamental ideas’, for example, 

may be more true of March himself than many of his colleagues labouring in the salt-mines of 

journal publishing.  

In this paper, rather than focussing on the ‘rigour – relevance’ debate as such, our aim is to 

explore some features of the interaction of academic and practitioner knowledge which have 

helped to sustain this and similar debates over the last thirty years or more. As an alternative to 

focussing on the vexed question of knowledge transfer between academics and practitioners, we 

take our cue from recent studies which have focussed on the dynamics of knowledge production 
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amongst  these groups. The advantage of this approach is that it avoids normative propositions 

about what is good or bad in academic-practitioner interaction. Instead, it brings to the fore one 

feature of such interaction which is typically glossed over or simply dismissed in the current 

debate; this is the role of management fashion.  

Now, it is curious that fashion is so rarely mentioned in the debate on rigour and relevance 

because there is a significant body of evidence that management fashions do exert an important 

influence on management practice. Where fashion is mentioned, however, it is almost invariably 

viewed in pathological terms. Thus, Starkey and Madan, for example, see the proliferation of 

‘pop’ management books as simply a product of ‘the absence of theory grounded in solid 

academic research’ (Starkey and Madan 2001). More critically, Weick blames it for misleading 

practitioners as to their problems, commenting that; ‘Practitioners cannot make up their mind 

what their problem is , and speed from guru to guru to find out. They label their frenzy ‘the real 

world’ and label as irrelevant those who are unimpressed with the content of the frenzy..’ (Weick, 

2001: S72).  Some authors even fix upon management fashions as a justification for greater 

distance between academics and practitioners. For example, in considering the fad for 

downsizing,  Grey argues that it is ‘only by allowing a critical distance from relevance to industry 

that academics can legitimately engage in the identification of such practices as destructive…’ 

(Grey 2001)(S30).  

The association of management fashion with pathological effects may or may not be relevant for 

particular examples. Apart from downsizing, other fashions which have exerted significant 

effects on business include practices as varied as ‘outsourcing’, ‘lean production’, ‘knowledge 

management’ and ‘enterprise resource planning’. Clearly, whatever distaste academics feel for 

this phenonenon – and we note later, some of the possible reasons for this distaste – management 

fashions remain an important, if maddeningly successful, influence on management practice. In 

acknowledging its importance, however, we are not interested in presenting management fashion 

as simply an example of the failure of academics to be relevant or the inability of practitioners to 

be rigorous. Rather, we are interested in the way in which fashion mediates the interaction 

between academic and practitioner knowledge. That interest is premised on the assumption that 

academics and practitioners, though working in different institutional contexts, are equally 

subject to the influences of their societal contexts. As the Barley et al. study of shifting managerial 

ideologies has indicated, the thinking of practitioners and academics alike is subject to broad 

trends in the Zeitgeist resulting from wider societal movements such as Scientific Management 
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and Human Relations (Barley et al. 1988). It is an open question, however, how far contemporary 

management fashions are able to exert similar effects across the insitutional boundaries dividing 

academics and practitioners. In seeking to address this question, we go beyond the existing 

literature to explore the possibility that the fashion cycle in what we term ‘management concepts’ 

may play an important role in mediating between the the development of academic and 

practitioner knowledge. We use the term ‘management concepts’ here as a neutral formulation 

which allows us to explore different aspects of the knowledge and discourse involved in the 

creation and spread of management fashions. 

In exploring that question in this paper, our approach is theoretical rather than empirical. This is 

because without a more explicit theoretical formulation of the interaction between academic 

knowledge and practitioner knowledge, the same data may be cited as evidence for any of a 

number of different positions depending on the time-frame applied. Thus, when demonstrating 

the relevance of UK social science, the UK’s ESRC (Economic and Social Research Council) cites 

the advice provided by academic economists which informed the UK government’s highly 

lucrative approach to auctioning telecommunications licenses. On the other hand, Grey (Grey 

2001), argues that the underpinning mathematics for this advice was a classic product of rigorous 

research.  

The role of this paper then, is to develop a theoretical account of academic-practititioner 

interaction and to develop some initial propositions on the way in which management fashion 

may mediate that interaction. The approach which we take seeks to avoid normative assumptions 

about such interaction, or about the role of management fashion itself. Instead, we begin from the 

emerging perspective in the literature that frames the interaction between academic and 

practitioner knowledge in terms of multiple sites for the production of knowledge.  

The paper proceeds as follows. We begin by reviewing existing accounts of the way in which 

knowledge is produced across the different sites of academic research and business practice. 

Clearly, within the scope of this paper, such a review cannot be detailed or comprehensive. 

Rather, the focus is on developing our analysis of the relationship between knowledge 

production and different organizational and institutional contexts. We also restrict ourselves to 

the arena of management research, since the many interactions between academia and business in 

other domains, notably the natural sciences, clearly involve rather different contexts and 

epistemologies. This review is followed by a further analysis of management fashion as a 
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mechanism through which management practitioner knowledge is created and spread. Finally, 

we bring together these different strands to develop some initial propositions on the way in 

which fashion mediates academic and practitioner knowledge.  

 

Knowledge production versus knowledge transfer 

Contributions to the debate on rigour and relevance rarely develop an explicit theory of 

knowledge exchange between different groups. One area where consensus is emerging, however, 

is in the widespread rejection of any linear notion of knowledge transfer between academics and 

practitioners. Admittedly some authors frame this problem in terms of the ‘utilization’ of research 

(Beyer and Trice 1982), but there is increasing recognition that in general practitioners are not 

usefully viewed as ‘users’ of research . In developing an alternative view of academic-practitioner 

interactions, some authors have sought to shift the metaphor from one of direct exchange to 

something more resembling a supply chain.  Starkey and Madan (2001), for example, outline a 

‘knowledge chain’ in which the theory produced by academics is ultimately applied to ‘effective 

action’ by practitioners.  

A more radical break, however, is offered by Van de Ven and Johnson (2006) who argue that the 

fundamental problem is not one of  knowledge transfer but of academics and practitioners being 

engaged in different forms of knowledge production. They summarise this view by arguing that 

‘academic researchers do not have a monopoly on knowledge creation…but the knowledge that 

researchers, teachers, consultants and practitioners create by themselves is different and partial. It 

is also highly dependent on context and purpose…’ (p.805) Thus, ‘research and practice produce 

distinct forms of knowledge’ (p. 805), and different criteria of relevance and rigour apply to each. 

However, while Van de Ven and Johnson recognize that academics and practitioners are located 

within different institutional contexts and engaged in different forms of knowledge production, 

they go on to argue that the currently limited interaction between them can be transformed 

through commitment to ‘engaged scholarship’. This they define in terms of the ‘co-production of 

knowledge’ involving ‘a fundamental shift in how scholars define their relationships with the 

communities in which they are located, including other disciplines in the university and 

practitioners in relevant professional domains’ (p. 810).  
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We agree with Van de Ven and Johnson’s diagnosis of academic-practitioner interaction as a 

‘knowledge production problem’ (p. 803). However, we part company with them on this 

prescription. This is not because we object to the shift in values and practices which it entails but 

because the focus of this paper is on what is rather than what ought to be. In that sense, we would 

argue that Van de Ven and Johnson have failed to follow the logic of their own analysis. If, 

instead, we take the dynamics of knowledge production as the starting-point, not the end-point, 

of our analysis, the Van de Ven and Johnson paper usefully contributes to a growing body of 

work on the distinctive forms which this  takes in different institutional settings.  

This body of work highlights the importance of the practices in which different groups are 

engaged, the way such practices are sustained by professional communities, and the different 

contexts in which they unfold (Carlile 2002; Nicolini et al. 2003). Previous studies tended to see 

knowledge as an output from academic research – something which could travel across the 

academic-practitioner divide. Despite studies showing that managers were, in Watson’s terms, 

‘practical theorists’ (Watson 1994), little attention was paid to the knowledge which practitioners 

developed within their own local contexts. In contrast, this emerging view highlights the intimate 

relationship between knowledge, practices and contexts. To differentiate it from previous 

cognitive approaches, authors contributing to this view counterpose ‘knowledge’ as something 

possessed and used by groups, with ‘knowing’ as part of the actions performed by those groups. 

‘Knowledge’ is seen as a tool of  ‘knowing’ (Cook and Brown 1999), with the latter being defined 

as “an ongoing social accomplishment, constituted and reconstituted as actors engage in the 

world of practice” (Orlikowski, 2002: 249). This ‘epistemology of practice’ highlights the tendency 

for ‘ways of knowing’ (Cook and Brown 1999) to both bind groups together, and to divide them 

from others epistemically and socially (Knorr-Cetina 1999). These divisions between academics 

and practitioners are acknowledged by Van de Ven and Johnson who note that; ‘the purpose of 

practice knowledge is knowing how to deal with the specific situations encountered in a 

particular case. The purpose of scientific and scholarly knowledge is knowing how to see specific 

situations as instances of a more general case that can be used to explain how what is done works 

or can be understood’, (p. 806).   

The implications of a focus on knowledge production then, are to underline the boundaries 

between academics and practitioners as groups engaged in different institutionalized ‘ways of 

knowing’.  Such ways of knowing are linked to the practices and performative norms and 

rewards applying to a particular group, providing the underlying grammar for their intellectual 
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work. Moreover, they not only influence the way in which knowledge is produced by different 

groups, but their ability to absorb and apply the knowledge produced by other groups (Brown 

and Duguid 2001). One arena where these effects have been studied is in relation to the  

discourses prevailing within the academic, consultancy and practitioner domains (Thomas 2003). 

The study suggests that each context influences the production of discourse in different ways; 

academics being more concerned with scientific authority, consultants with selling products, and 

managers drawing more pragmatically on the discursive resources available. As Thomas notes, in 

the managerial domain,  ‘what is valued is what works, even if it is only to a limited extent, or 

even if it only gives the impression of working’.  Importantly, the differences in context mean that 

discourses need to be de-contextualized and re-contextualized to be applicable in practice.  

The implications of this view for the focus of this paper is to suggest that academic and 

practitioner groups’ responses and contributions to fashionable new concepts will depend on the 

way in such concepts can be interpreted, re-contextualized, used and assimilated within these 

groups’ ways of knowing. This produces a significantly different view of the relationship 

between these groups. Previous studies of the transfer of knowledge across institutional and 

organizational boundaries have highlighted the emergence of distinctive roles in a knowledge-

based division of labour (Attewell 1992). A focus on different ways of knowing, however, 

highlights an epistemic division of labour in which the roles played by different groups are 

dependent not only on the forms of knowledge being exchanged, but also on the way in which 

knowledge is produced within particular settings. 

 

Academic ways of knowing 

Researchers in the fields of management and organization studies have become increasingly 

concerned about the direction of their discipline, with growing debates not only about the 

challenges of rigour and relevance, but also about conflict and incommensurability across 

multiple paradigms (Fabian 2000; Pfeffer 1993). It is not within the scope of this paper to explore 

these debates in any detail. Rather, we cite them as evidence of characteristic features and 

consequences of academic ways of knowing in this area. Drawing on work by Abbott (2001), we 

argue that recent agonizing over questions of relevance and paradigmatic diversity actually 

provides evidence for the enduring  importance of disciplinarity in shaping academic  knowledge 

production. Abbott views such disciplinarity as having both social structural and cultural 
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functions which transcend individual universities by creating national job markets for academics. 

Moreover, disciplines have a cultural effect by ‘providing academics with a general conception of 

intellectual existence…modes of knowledge that seem, to the participants, uniquely real.’ (p. 130).  

The argument for disciplinarity provides reasons for the distinctiveness of academic knowledge 

production and its persistent lack of relevance to practitioners. In Abbott’s terms, disciplines can 

only exist if they eschew practitioner problems. Here he cites ‘ample evidence that problem-

oriented empirical work does not create enduring, self-reproducing communities like disciplines 

except in areas with stable and strongly institutionalized clienteles…’(p. 134). Significantly, his 

example of a self-reproducing community here is criminology where there is a strong and 

institutionalized need for academic expertise due to this discipline’s role in a highly 

bureaucratized criminal justice system. Clearly, given its more turbulent, situated and 

entrepreneurial context for practice, business has  no such institutionalized need for abstract 

academic knowledge. The closest approximation, which we touch on later, is those areas of 

management which exhibit some degree of professionalization – notably, finance and 

accountancy, and to a less extent other subject areas such as human resource management and 

information systems. However, management in general is at best a weakly professionalized 

practice (Reed and Anthony 1992).  

The arguments outlined by Abbott are predicated upon the social sciences in general. It is, 

however, well established that business schools represent a special case in the academic 

community, being a recent – and sometimes none too welcome – arrival on the scene. The special 

nature of business school is seen as reflected first in a growing separation from the mainstream 

social science disciplines. Thus, Hinings et al, for example, suggest that; ‘Proclaiming a discipline 

of organization theory and locating it within schools of business led to a focus rather different 

from that which would have occurred within faculties of social science, primarily as part of 

sociology. The sociological focus was replaced by a more managerial orientation…..The central 

question emanating from a business School… leans more toward understanding how to 

understand and thus design efficient and effective organizations.’ (Hinings and Greenwood 2002) 

(p. 413). A second and related feature is disciplinary fragmentation. Pettigrew argues that 

‘Management is not a discipline, but represents a confluence of different fields of enquiry…’ 

(Pettigrew 2001) (S63). In highlighting interdisciplinary research themes in fields such as 

organizational behaviour, and functional themes such as marketing and finance, and the way 

these have been overlaid by the development of sub-fields such as international business and 



 10 

public sector management, Pettigrew concludes, with others (Whitley 1984), that the management 

field is characterised by a ‘fragmented adhocracy’   

At the same time, the lack of a unitary disciplinary structure, and even a more managerial focus, 

does not mean that disciplinarity is not an important feature of knowledge production within 

business schools. Indeed, a recent empirical study of business schools in the UK and Canada 

describes how ‘academics ….appeared to view themselves as disciplinary specialists rather than 

business generalists, indicating that Mode 1 values were still relevant.’ (Stiles 2004)(p.168).  This 

finding suggests that the fragmentation of the management field may be less the result of  a 

falling away from disciplinarity than of  the scattering of its seeds across ground which is in some 

places fertile, in others stony.  This has resulted in the growth of a variety of neo-disciplinary 

subject areas (Fabian 2000). These are associated with different managerial practices, and in some 

cases with distinct occupational groupings clustered around management, yet are also 

increasingly distanced from them. This distancing is evidenced by persistent and widespread 

outbreaks of the relevance debate across these different subject areas (Bolton and Stolcis 2003; 

Brennan 2004).  

The tenor of Abbott’s argument then is that the growing distance between practice and the 

development of more abstract knowledge in the management and business field is the price to be 

paid for sustaining disciplinarity. This distance is seen as being reinforced over time by what 

Abott terms ‘professional regression’ – that is the tendency for status to be awarded to 

progressively more abstruse forms of knowledge over forms  more relevant or useful to 

practitioners. The practices of academic knowledge production thus centre on the development of 

theory, with consequent status rewards attaching to competitive success with such practices.  

The development of theory is not being presented here as a narrowly scientific enterprise. 

Academics are loath to refer to fashions in their work due to displinary norms of consistency and 

cumulative endeavour. Broad shifts in their interests are signalled by references to ‘turns’ and 

‘programmes’. Nonetheless the academic community is a social community, and it is possible to 

identify the influence of  cultural norms and fashion processes in academic work (Mizruchi and 

Fein 1999), though Abbott’s analysis suggests that these are most likely to emerge around 

theoretical and methodological concerns which command the greatest attention and rewards. By 

the same token, where academics are pursuing disciplinarity in their practices, they are likely to 

distance themselves from the problems and concerns facing practitioners – and even more so 
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where such problems are deemed to be tainted by practitioner fads and fashions. Thus, we note 

that few of the champions of academic-practitioner interaction mention the impact of 

management fashions on business practices. This omission is striking in accounts of Mode 2 

knowledge production, for example. Where the champions of relevance do mention fashion, they 

reserve scathing criticism for practitioner adoption of fashionable concepts – despite saluting, in 

almost the same breath, the importance of practitioners’ own knowledge and experience. Clearly, 

even proponents of a more engaged approach to scholarship baulk at the suggestion that the 

managerial ‘problems’ they seek to address are defined not by the enduring challenges of practice 

but by the ephemeral solutions offered by consultancies. 

 

Practitioner ways of knowing 

Practitioner ways of knowing are an important but often unspoken element in the rigour-

relevance debate. Indeed, arguments for relevance ultimately rest upon the basic assumption that 

knowledge produced through research can be usefully acquired and applied by managers. This 

view is most forcefully stated by those authors who argue for the re-constitution of management 

research as a ‘design science’. Thus van Aken contrasts the ‘explanatory sciences’ such as natural 

science and sociology with ‘design sciences’ such as engineering and medicine. He argues that 

‘the mission of a design science is to develop knowledge that the professionals of the discipline in 

question can use to design solutions for their field problems’ (p. 22) (van Aken 2005).  

Now, apart from the observation that the relationship between academic research and practice in 

the fields of engineering and medicine is far from unproblematic (Whitley 1995), the limitations 

on the design science view of management are posed not so much by the explanatory tendencies 

of academics as by the ways of knowing of practitioners. Thus, in a number of different studies, 

the management practices which would be the object of a design science are shown to be resistant 

to the acquisition and application of more abstract, non-situated forms of knowledge (Mintzberg 

1973). Such practices are seen as  interdependent, non-standardized and highly contextualized 

(Whitley 1988). This is seen as resulting from the organizational specificity both of the tasks 

which managers perform and the ways in which their performance is measured and rewarded. 

To  point to the fluid and contextualized nature of managerial knowing is not to discount the 

constitutive effect of managerial tasks (Tsoukas 1994; Whitley 1988), or the role of formalized 

bodies of organizational knowledge (Tsoukas and Vladimirou 2001). Indeed, an array of different 
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forms of knowledge may provide tools for knowing. Rather, this view suggests that what 

determines the relevance of these different forms of knowledge are the ways of knowing that 

arise from management practice, not the technological constructions of a design science.  

 

Views of management fashion 

Given the scope of this paper, our aim is not to review the management fashion literature per se, 

but rather to understand the role which such fashions may play in mediating academic-

practitioner interactions across different institutional fields.  We need to begin, however, by 

recognising that, as described previously, many academic writers take a critical view of 

management fashions, seeing them as spurious in their claims and trivial in their effects. More 

recently, however, there has been a growing recognition of such fashions as a legitimate topic for 

research. This recognition reflects several factors. First, fashions are increasingly seen as having 

important consequences for change in managerial and organizational practices (Noon et al. 2000). 

Second, recent academic studies have contributed to a more theoretically-informed 

understanding of the way in which such fashions spread (Newell et al. 2000). At the forefront of 

such studies is work by Eric Abrahamson who draws on institutional theory to highlight the 

importance of norms of rationality and progress in managers’ decisions to adopt new concepts.  

Management fashions are defined as ‘transitory collective beliefs that certain management 

techniques are at the forefront of management progress’ (Abrahamson 1996). Following the tenets 

of institutional theory, new concepts are spread through the pressures of isomorphism, with 

managers seeking to imitate their peers.   Some writers have elaborated on the features of 

management fashions which might contribute to this pattern of adoption. For example, the 

ambiguity of new management concepts is seen as expanding the potential market for 

consultancy offerings by appealing to managers across a wide range of contexts (Kieser 1997). 

Ambiguity also enables greater ‘interpretive flexibility’ (Benders and van Veen 2001), facilitating  

adaptation and re-invention in adopting firms (Newell 1998). 

Third, these studies have produced greater recognition of  the importance of  fashion-setting - the 

process by which fashion-setting groups continuously redefine both their own and fashion 

followers’ collective beliefs (Abrahamson, 1996a) - as a powerful mechanism for the propagation 

of new management concepts. The activities of these groups unfold diachronically through a 

fashion cycle which is marked by upswing, peak and downswing phases in which groups 
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position themselves as promoting, legitimizing or de-bunking the fashion (Carson et al. 1999). 

Not all concepts survive beyond the fashion cycle.  However, some do and become widely 

adopted, and even those which fail to do so may leave other residues on the practices of 

organizations. The fashion-setting groups involved are many and various. According to 

Abrahamson, consultants, academics and business schools all play a part. Their collective 

function is to make sense of managers’ collective preferences for new techniques, to develop 

rhetorics to define new techniques as the forefront of progress and to ‘disseminate such rhetorics 

back to managers (Abrahamson 1996: 254).  

Abrahamson’s framework has provided an important means of analysing the rise and fall of 

management fashions. However, it may be less useful as an analysis of the relationships between 

different ways of knowing which is the motivating focus of this paper. In particular, this leads us 

to question the view that the management fashions can be viewed in terms of a ‘knowledge 

market’ in which a range of fashion-setting groups craft rhetorics to make their latest product 

shinier and more attractive to knowledge consumers. Given the analysis above, the existence of 

something like a market in management knowledge is what needs explanation, not the starting-

point for explanation. Other studies have questioned Abrahamson’s analysis of the supply and 

demand forces in this marketplace (Benders and van Veen 2001; Swan 2004). For example, it fails 

to address some important questions about the roles which academics and practitioners play in 

initiating, sustaining and closing the fashion cycle. Thus, emphasizing the role of fashion-setters 

may understate the extent to which practicing managers initiate many fashions (Barley et al. 1988; 

Valentine and Knights 1998).  Evidence of this comes from fashions such as lean production, Just-

in-Time production, and activity-based costing etc.  

More generally, if we take the contributions of the various fashion-setting and consuming groups 

to be implicated in an epistemic division of labour, as outlined earlier, we can begin to 

understand the differentiation of their roles in terms of different ways of knowing. For example, 

other studies have suggested that consultants help to promote fashion through commodification 

based on the codification and abstraction of knowledge (David and Strang 2006; Morris 2001). 

The advantages of commodification to consultants relate to their ability to leverage knowledge 

across a wider range of contexts, to standardize practice, and to ‘brand’ their knowledge products 

(Suddaby and Greenwood 2001). On the other hand, professional groups provide arenas through 

which adopters of fashionable concepts from different organizations can interact, helping to 

develop a field-wide body of expertise. They are seen as contributing to the spread of new 
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concepts by theorizing and legitimizing them (Greenwood et al. 2002: 59). Thus, ‘professional 

associations can…help to create strong isomorphic, normative pressures which constrain 

available knowledge’ (Newell et al. 1998) (p.198). At the same time, professional groups 

themselves may look to new discourses to legitimize their roles. Alvarez, for example, observes 

that  ‘professional groups…diffuse a given set of ideas because it furthers their interests or 

because it provides a coherent and positive ‘sign of identity’ and legitimation of their social 

existence and role.’ (Alvarez 1998: 39).   

In highlighting the different roles which these groups may play in management fashion, we also 

need to recognize that these roles may be interdependent and that at times the boundaries 

between them may be blurred. There is ample evidence, for example, of symbiotic relationships 

between consultancies and professional associations in spreading new concepts (Swan and 

Newell 1995). Likewise academics may sometimes be acting beyond their institutional role 

through their consultancy activities. A particularly important blurring, however, is the co-

evolution of professional associations and academic disciplines. In a wide range of different fields 

associated with business and management – notably, accountancy, human resource management 

and information systems – the rise of a particular functional area within business has been 

accompanied by the emergence of a new academic subject area with disciplinary pretensions 

(Whitley 1984). As noted previously, these subject areas are no less subject to the tensions 

between rigour and relevance than other subjects which claim to be rooted in the social sciences – 

though likely with greater agonizing about their disciplinary identity (e.g. (Benbasat and Zmud 

2003)). Their closer affiliation with a defined professional group, however, suggests that they are 

more likely to take a positive view of and even promote fashions which are seen to be in the 

interests of that particular group.  

 

The mediating role of management fashion 

One version of the idea that management fashion might have a mediating effect on the interaction 

between academics and practitioners was previously advanced by Abrahamson and Eisenmann 

(Abrahamson and Eisenman 2001). Their argument was that scholars need to intervene 

strategically in the ‘management knowledge market’, or risk maginalization through the growing 

influence of other fashion-setting groups, particularly consultancies. Several steps are advocated 

so as to achieve such an intervention. These include;  shaping norms of rationality and progress; 
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influencing the creation of management knowledge; enhancing the selection of what 

management knowledge diffuses; and improving the demand for management knowledge. 

However, as with other normative contributions to the debate, beyond their appeal to norms of 

progress and rationality, these authors provide no explanation as to why individual scholars 

would choose to intervene in this way.  

Turning to the empirical evidence on the interaction between academics and practitioners seems 

to caution against optimism on this score.  Several studies based on bibliometric approaches have 

found that academic research exerts only limited influence on the creation and spread of new 

management concepts. If anything the influence operates in the other direction. Thus, a study by 

Barley et al. of writing on ‘organizational culture’ did find that, over time, academics moved 

towards the practitioner point of view, while practitioner writing showed little influence from 

academic research (Barley et al. 1988). Moreover, Spell reports in a review of five fashionable 

management concepts that articles on these concepts appeared later in leading management 

journals than in the rest of the business press. This may lead, he notes, to the ‘troubling 

contention that the academic literature is simply following the prevailing management rhetorics 

and fashion of the time’ (Spell 1999)(p.345). This time lag is, however, amenable to other 

explanations, notably the greater time delays built into  the academic publishing process. Carson 

et al. (1999)  suggest that a time lag may also result from the scholars’ responsibility to take the 

time needed to critique new fashions.   

This previous work is important in suggesting that management fashions may help to set the 

agenda for academic studies, but not vice versa. At the same time, however, these studies are 

quite limited in their ability to explore the interplay between academic and practitioner 

knowledge due to their reliance on bibliometric measures. Such measures denote the rising and 

falling levels of interest in a particular concept but do not address the causes of such interest, the 

ways in which it is promoted, nor its implications for practice.  Although, such measures may be 

used to indicate different levels of interest within academic and practitioner communities, and 

also the sequencing of such interest,  they are inevitably imprecise indications because the 

production and readership of different kinds of texts is more difficult to quantify. Also, as other 

authors have noted,  the levels of interest in particular concepts are only a surface indication of 

the way in which such concepts are being developed and appropriated by particular groups 

(Clark 2004). Moreover, in reviewing fashion’s influence on practitioner and academic 

knowledge, we are concerned not only with the life-cycle of management fashions, but also with 
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an after-life which is not addressed through bibliometric indices. Some fashions become 

institutionalized into organization structures and practices. Some are advanced as part of a 

professionalizing project (Hodgson 2002).  Some may have effects on the development of 

academic fields.  It follows that previous work based on bibliometic measures is relevant but 

insufficient to developing a fuller understanding of the way in which fashion mediates between 

academic and practitioner domains.  

 

Propositions on the mediating role of fashion 

As a first step towards a better understanding of fashion’s mediating role, we will outline in this 

section some initial propositions, the purpose of which is primarily to draw out the implications 

of the analysis outlined above. The main components of that analysis are outlined in Figure 1, but 

to summarise, we have characterised academic-practitioner interaction in terms of the interplay 

between different ‘ways of knowing’. We argued that the ‘ways of knowing’ of academics are 

structured by the concerns of disciplinarity. This privileges theory and scientific authority over 

experience and the challenges of practice. Novelty of concepts is prized but only in relation to 

existing bodies of theoretical knowledge. The most important reference-group is other academics 

within the discipline. Conversely, practitioners’ ways of knowing are highly situated within 

organizational settings characterised by career insecurity and competitive uncertainty. The key 

reference group is defined by rival organizations within a particular sector (Porac et al. 1989). 

Novel concepts are prized both in relation to norms of progress but also for their potential to cope 

with competitive  and career uncertainties.  

In reviewing the literature on management fashion, we outlined the fashion-setting process and 

the phases of the fashion cycle. We then went on to highlight the interdependent roles played by 

a variety of different groups, including practitioners themselves, as well as consultants, and 

professional groups in the spread of fashionable new concepts. Again, we analysed those roles in 

terms of the ways of knowing developed within particular institutional contexts. We also noted 

where the blurring of institutional boundaries might be relevant to the creation and spread of 

fashion – notably, in the ability of academics to act beyond their role, and the links between 

professional groups and academic subject areas.  
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Applying this analysis into propositions on the initiation, spread and downswing phases of the 

cycle suggests that academics in subject areas aligned to professional groupings are more 

influenced by management fashion than academics in subject areas where disciplinarity is a 

central concern. This leads to the following proposition: (1) Academics in subject areas linked to 

professional groups are more likely to initiate and contribute to management fashions than those in highly 

disciplined areas. And: (2) Where academics in highly disciplined areas do contribute, their role is likely to 

be centred on the development of legitimating theory rather than the solution of practical problems. 

In more disciplined subject areas, new management fashions may actually trigger a ‘flight from 

fashion’ by academics seeking to distance themselves from it, through critique or other theoretical 

work. This suggests that: (3) Academics in highly disciplined areas are more likely to participate in 

critique of the fashion, even in its upswing phase. On the other hand, given their greater involvement 

in fashion-setting, it follows that: (4) Academics in professionally-aligned subject areas are more likely to 

participate in critique in the downswing phase of a fashion.  

Again, the relationship between academic work and practice is influenced not only by the 

disciplinary structure but also by the extent to which academics are able to act outside that 

structure through consultancy and other activities. This suggests that: (5) Academics operating in 

contexts allowing greater flexibility in roles are more likely to play an active role in the initiation and 

spread of management fashions.  

We also identified some features of management fashions which were seen as affecting their 

spread. Given, the context-specificity of managerial ways of knowing, we posit that: (6) New 

management concepts based on ambiguous discourses and allowing multiple interpretations are likely to be 

more widely adopted by practitioners across sectors than those exhibiting greater standardization and 

material specificity. At the same time, the greater interest of academics in the abstract and 

conceptual aspects of management suggests that; (7) The more ambiguous management fashions will 

elicit a higher level of interest from academics.  

Finally, given our previous discussion, we propose that: (8) Fashionable concepts which are widely 

adopted across a range of sectors will elicit the greatest level of interest from academics in highly disciplined 

areas. And that: (9) Fashionable concepts which engage (positively or negatively) with professional 

interests will elicit the greatest interest from academics in professionally-aligned subject areas. 
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Conclusions 

In this paper, we have tried to contribute to the debate on academic-practitioner interaction by 

moving beyond current framings of that interaction which are predicated on a transfer of 

knowledge from one group to another. By focussing on the academic and practitioner domains as 

different contexts for knowledge production, and hence involving different ways of knowing, we 

have developed a different perspective on their interaction. This perspective emphasizes the 

importance of disciplinarity in anchoring academic work, and asserting a distance from practice.  

Acknowledging that business schools and management fields represent a more fragmented 

domain, we also outlined the ways in which disciplinarity continued to operate in this context, 

even across emerging subject areas linked to professional groups. The effects of disciplinarity in 

the academic domain were then counterposed with the ways of knowing which emerged from 

managerial practices. Here, we highlighted the importance of the organizational context and 

associated competitive and career uncertainties on the kinds of knowledge developed and 

applied by managers. Acknowledging these aspects of managerial knowing helped to explain the 

practitioner involvement in, and exploitation of, fashionable management concepts. 

Overall, this perspective suggested that management fashions are not irrelevant or a distraction 

from knowledge transfer, but rather an important factor in mediating between practitioner and 

academic ways of knowing. In exploring that mediating role, we contrasted a focus on 

‘knowledge markets’, with the implications of an epistemic division of labour in which 

academics, intermediary groups and practitioners play differentiated roles both in producing 

knowledge and developing ‘tools for knowing’ to be applied by other groups. Against this 

backdrop, fashions were viewed not as a transmission belt from practice to research, or vice 

versa, but rather as engaging the groups involved in different ways, including promotion, 

application and critique. This analysis does not make us more optimistic about academics’ ability 

to influence practitioner knowledge in the way advocated, for example, by Abrahamson and 

Eisenmann (2001). In that respect, management fashions are actually more symptomatic of 

academics’ inability to do so. However, we do believe that a better understanding of the influence 

which such fashions exert – not only on practitioners, but also, indirectly on the research agendas 

of academics – can be a first step towards a more useful interaction between academics and 

practitioners which acknowledges the integrity and value of the knowledge each has to offer. 
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Figure 1: The mediating role of management fashion 
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