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Innovation of management practices is happening everywhere and at a breathtaking pace. 

Everywhere that is, except in academia. A century after John Dewey detected fundamental 

tensions in the “proper relation” between theory and practice1 (too) much management research 

still functions by and large in splendid isolation from praxis. Granted, the awareness among both 

academics and practitioners of what came to be called a ‘relevance gap’, i.e. that the output of 

theory often fails to have impact on what practitioners do, is well-alive (e.g., Hambrick 1994; 

Huff 2000; Priem and Rosenstein 2000; Rynes, Bartunek and Daft 2001; Weick, 2001; Ghoshal 

2005). There is debate on all kinds of solutions to deal with this issue (Van de Ven and Johnson 

2006; McKelvey 2006). 

 

Some believe that bridging this gap starts with re-examination of the ontological status of 

management science and more broadly of its philosophical foundations. The dilemma is that 

“organizational researchers live in two worlds. The first demands and rewards speculations 

about how to improve performance. The second demands and rewards adherence to rigorous 

standards of scholarship” (March & Sutton, 1997: 698). McKelvey (2002, 2003a, 2003b, 2006) 

attempts to bridge these two worlds, calling for reinvention of organization science through 

methods that better justify beliefs, resting on more plausible truth findings without ignoring the 

complexity of the intricate, multi-causal reality of managers. His proposal is based on a merger 

of complexity and post-modernists’ ontology embodied in what he calls “Cambellian realism” 

and agent-based modelling. Recently he also emphasised the need of management research to 

focus on extreme events because “managers don’t worry about averages; they live in a world of 

                                                 
1 Dewey et al 1904 
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extremes, and they want more of the good ones and wonder how to better avoid bad ones” 

(McKelvey, 2006: 828). 

 

We agree that the relevance gap is a natural consequence of the prevailing paradigms of 

management research. Social phenomena are not physics and therefore need to be studied 

differently. However, McKelvey’s agenda centres on making management science more 

scientific and does not fully address the question of relevancy to practice. Focus on extreme 

events improves the practical pertinence of produced knowledge but does not fully resolve the 

“relevance gap” problem either. We believe that Pragmatism, a philosophy of science that 

emerged in America at the turn of the previous century, can help address this problem. 

 

In this paper we start by showing why dominant paradigms lead to irrelevancy and discuss 

relevance and its implications. We then revisit some basic notions of Pragmatism and suggest 

how they might influence the nature of management research. We follow with some thoughts on 

Action Research and Design driven Organization Science which, we continue to believe can help 

to bridge the gap. 

 

Irrelevance of dominant management research 

Judging by published papers most management research is aimed at advancing theory, which is 

producing statements such as “if the environment becomes more complex, then the company has 

to decentralize its decision making.” We happen to believe that this particular statement is 

correct, and there is ample and very sophisticated literature in support of it. But that is not the 

point. 
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The point is that in aspiring to reduce to such statements all knowledge required for 

management, management research is following in the footsteps of physics and other natural 

sciences. A theory in such sciences is a collection of statements in the form “if a then b.” The 

ideal is that a manager versed in relevant theory would know that doing x under conditions α will 

lead with reasonable certainty to conditions β. But most practitioners know that this is not so. 

Why? First, because few theories exist that provide predictions with any reasonable precision. 

Complexity leads to unpredictability (Thompson, 1967). Second, the corporate environment is 

full of intelligent opponents that constantly change their behaviour (King and Cleland, 1978; 

Lorange and Vancil, 1977; Steiner, 1979; Wooldridge and Floyd, 1989). Third, the manager may 

not be very clear on what the right thing to do is. At times, managers, even at relatively low 

levels, rely on their intuition, hesitate and improvise (Fombrun, 1986; Jauch and Kraft, 1986; 

Mintzberg et al., 1976; Nystrom et al. 1976; Pinfield, 1986; Quinn and Cameron, 1988; Weick, 

1977). 

 

Physics, when establishing that objects will always gravitate towards the earth, assumes that all 

their qualities other than mass are irrelevant; shape, aesthetic appeal, usefulness or colour do not 

influence the dynamics of motion. Similarly, biologists studying the eating patterns of mice do 

not individuate among their subjects. How is it possible to treat corporations in the same 

manner? Sure, they may be alike in some respects: they all have to produce essentially similar 

accounts and many of them may have fallen prey to management fads such as ISO. But 

managers break their necks to be different. Even academics call for corporations to individuate 

(e.g., Hamel, 2000). How, then, can theory built on observation of other companies, even a great 



 5 

many of them, be applicable to a specific individual company? It is possible only when what the 

theory addresses is truly generic and isolated from influence by factors that may be unique to 

every corporation. Good luck! There are not many such theories. 

 

Scientists speak of the ontological adequacy of a theory to denote the extent to which it reflects 

the reality that it studies (McKelvey, 2002a). The discussion so far can be summarized by saying 

that the typical management theory has an ontological status that is substantially lower than that 

of theory in physics and in other natural sciences. But how can we really know that such is the 

case without knowing something about reality? How do we know what this reality is other than 

through scientific inquiry? Are we not faced here with a case of circular reasoning? 

 

Yes, we are, and that is why debates in the philosophy of science never get truly resolved. At 

some point one needs to decide what one believes and proceed based on that belief. But there are 

indications that management scientists themselves have serious doubts about the ontological 

status of what they do. 

 

The vast majority of theoretical articles published by management journals offer very tentative 

conclusions that were tested in limited empirical contexts. They frequently contain disclaimers of 

validity of proposed theoretical statements and call for further research to affirm or disprove 

theoretical notions advanced by the authors. These are usually calls in the wild, because other 

researchers show little inclination to pursue this particular agenda, and anyway few articles offer 

theses that are sufficiently operational to be applied elsewhere. Most top-rated journals aspire to 

publish articles that contain theoretical novelty. They ask authors to be erudite, and most display 
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a good grasp of prior research, but they concoct a “new theory,” which frequently incorporates 

elements from several not necessarily compatible sources. The result is that management theory 

is fragmented, and in no way resembles a structured tree of knowledge like in physics or biology. 

 

In physics, theory suggests models of specific realities, and scientists test the adequacy of such 

models. When data does not square with the model, they either enrich the theory to account for 

the discrepancy, or, more rarely, they reject the theory and offer a new one (Kuhn, 1962, 

McKelvey, 2003a; 2003b). In management, pre-existing theory produces models that frequently 

do not work, and cannot be fixed with simple extensions. Each case considered is sufficiently 

complex and unique to call for contributions from other sub-disciplines. This is why the resulting 

theory does not neatly fit into what was done before. Since the cycle repeats virtually with every 

new subject, the result is not conducive to a build-up of a unified theory. 

 

This has been recognized as a problem, and many management scientists advance ideas on how 

to proceed to develop a unified theory (Koontz, 1980; McKelvey, 2003a, 2003b). Even if such 

ideas were widely applied -- which is unlikely -- there is no evidence whatsoever to indicate that 

the resulting theory would be more relevant to practitioners. The reason, we think, is that most 

management scientists see their role as that of “pursuit of truth” (McKelvey, 2003b) and they 

define truth as something deductively arrived at from other known truths (as in mathematics), or 

something that is rigorously induced from observed reality (as in natural sciences). Practitioners 

and their problems have no major role to play in this conception of science, except as willing 

subjects in, or facilitators of some inquiries. There exist however other approaches to the 
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philosophy of science that place the practitioner firmly in the middle (Ackoff, 1962; Churchman, 

1971).  

 

Relevance and its implications 

Van de Ven and Johnson’s (2006) “engaged scholarship”, a research method proposed to solve 

the “knowledge production” problem, emphasises the importance of a “dialectical method of 

inquiry”. We happen to agree with them on this point. Dialectics is a process of arriving at truth 

through confrontation of different points of view. For it to work there must be at least two actors, 

each with a point of view, in disagreement and caring enough to fight for their stance. The 

process can come to an end either by the actors developing jointly a new point of view or by 

there being an arbiter who does this. Truth emerges from a synthesis of a thesis and an anti-

thesis. Synthesis becomes the thesis for the next cycle of dialectical progression. Legal and 

democratic systems are based on this process: nobody expects a lawyer for the accused to present 

any truth other than that most favourable to the client. In autocratic systems pluralism of views is 

suppressed and truth is decreed by the most powerful actor. Smart corporations encourage 

pluralism and debate, although they may use autocratic means to achieve closure. 

 

A multi-industry conglomerate decided to focus on its defence business and systems integration 

work. It divested several billion dollars from its portfolio, and sat on a pile of cash while 

clarifying further its strategy. Investment bankers constantly called with propositions of 

companies to acquire. The company applied a dialectical method for evaluating such 

propositions, after a cursory preliminary screening. A consultant (one of the authors) would 

produce a short memo summarizing the doubts in the minds of the top management team. Based 
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on this, two or three of the top advisory firms would be asked to produce a “quick and dirty” 

assessment of the acquisition opportunity and its strategic fit. They did not know of each other. 

The top management team and the consultant would receive several opinions, which usually 

were presented as the “ultimate truth,” but seldom agreed with each other. After a discussion 

with the top management team the consultant would propose a synthesis position. Occasionally 

the Chairman disagreed with the consultant, reaching and imposing a synthesis of his own. 

 

The deductive and inductive ways of doing science, reviewed in the previous section, delegate 

the job of determining truth to procedures that are accepted by scientists as being valid. 

Dialectics take the process a step further, recognizing that truth is a social construct. 

Contradictory processes and pluralism are better at producing truth in certain situations, among 

them the kind of situations that interest management. Dialectics does not reject the classical 

scientific way of doing things; it merely postulates that it is good at doing what it does in certain 

circumstances, such as when dealing with physical objects or a limited class of managerial 

phenomena, or to put it differently, when it is hard to conceive of reasonable social actors that 

would question the validity of the process. 

 

The corollary of the discussion so far is that the job of a particular researcher dealing with a 

particular situation is not to seek objective truth, but to produce an input that will advance the 

truth-seeking process and improve its quality. Truth is not contained in any given piece of 

research output, but is a result of the scientific process and of the broader societal processes 

encompassing it. Truth is constantly refined and advanced. To produce a useful contribution the 

researcher must be immersed in a specific social process of truth-seeking, be a contributor to a 
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pluralistic conversation. Frequently this can be best achieved through classical scientific method, 

but at other times this is best achieved through reasoned and honest advocacy of a specific point 

of view. Objectivity “is a characteristic not of the data, but rather of the design of the inquiring 

system as a whole: does it try to be open to all those aspects it deems relevant? (Churchman, 

1979: 147). 

 

Not all academics know that. They use all kinds of ploys to restrict pluralism. For example, most 

teaching cases come with pre-digested information and pointers to get the students to reach the 

conclusions that suit the instructor. In one European executive seminar, a participant irked his 

fellow students by disappearing from the evening session during which teams were supposed to 

prepare an analysis of a case of a well known company. He was accused of free-riding and called 

all kinds of names. He showed up late in the evening with a pile of faxes, having taken advantage 

of the difference in time zones to phone friends in three New York investment banks, asking 

them for information about the company. His team had the best analysis, and reached 

conclusions very different from the other teams. 

 

If truth is produced by a social process, and if there must be consensus or arbitration to reach a 

synthesis, then why not explicitly address the question of who the client for research is? 

Pragmatists consider a problem to exist only when there are at least two possible courses of 

action and if there is doubt as to which is preferable. Problem solving is determining the 

preferred course of action (Ackoff, 1962). 
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Return to Pragmatism 

Pragmatism (e.g., Dewey 1929; James 1907; Peirce 1992, 1998) is a philosophy of science that 

emphasizes the link between action and truth, arguing that the ultimate test of a belief is the 

willingness to act on it. One might be tempted to use “put your money where your mouth is” as a 

catch-phrase if it were not that one of the great masters himself provides us with the more 

colourful “truth's cash value” (James 1907: 200) or “the true is only the expedient” (James 

1907:222). Pragmatists consider confrontation with reality through action as the principal source 

of doubt, which in turn feeds scientific curiosity and becomes the driving force to inquire in 

order to settle that doubt. Thus action and the interrogations stemming from it are what drive the 

agenda of Science (Peirce 1992, 1998). 

 

When there is no doubt, there is no problem. If the cafeteria at work offers the choice of meat or 

fish, and if one is allergic to fish, there is no problem. A problem arises when one has no allergy 

and both dishes are equally tempting or repulsive. Doubt is a state of mind. Therefore, for there 

to be doubt there must be a mind, this is to say somebody harbouring that doubt. We propose to 

call that somebody a client (Churchman, 1970, 1971). 

 

In much management research researchers are their own clients, or at best other researchers are. 

No wonder then that the output is likely to be irrelevant to managers. To be relevant one must 

work on problems that are faced by managers, situations in which managers have doubt. This is 

best done by listening to managers, not by talking at them. Want to be relevant? Find a potential 

client and ask what the problem is? 
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But if researchers work on client problems, how is research different from consulting? The 

answer lies in considering what differentiates science from non-science and the process of 

reflection. 

 

Ackoff (1962) points out that that “common sense” and “scientific” inquiries are extreme poles 

of a continuum defined by the degree of control that goes into the inquiry. Control is to know 

why and to what purpose particular actions are undertaken. In other words, spelling out the 

assumptions and clearly stating the expectations. Control is also continually verifying that the 

assumptions still hold, and making sure that expectations are met. If one or the other is not true, 

then control is taking corrective action (Ackoff, 1967). 

 

Most everyday actions, including managerial ones, are not controlled to a very large extent. 

Many surprises arise, because the context (assumptions) changes. Many actions do not lead to 

expected outcomes, but are not recognized as failures, and therefore result in no learning or 

corrective measures. The role of a researcher is to bring more control to managerial action. 

 

Schön (1987) studied practitioners in many fields, such as management, architecture or 

medicine. He observed that most of them act in everyday situations based on habits and intuition, 

without taking their time to explicitly analyze their assumptions or expectations. They act on 

what is called “tacit knowledge” (Polanyi, 1958, 1967) or “theory in action” (Argryis, 1993). It is 

only when things don’t work as expected that the better practitioners take the time to reflect on 

what is different from previous situations or on what went wrong. It is in this process that they 

learn, modifying the theories that underlie their actions. For a while they become reflective 
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practitioners, or what we may call ad hoc researchers. In times of such reflection the manager 

may greatly benefit from the assistance of a researcher, provided they can share the same 

language and work together. 

 

A researcher engaged with a client will have to act like a manager. Otherwise, she or he will 

wear out the patience of the client, and takes the risk of becoming irrelevant, losing thus the 

fundamental insights that come from action. Managers work under pressure from limited time, 

incomplete information and other constraints, and will not tolerate for long the slow deliberate 

process typical of researchers. However, there usually is nothing to prevent the engaged 

researcher from being more reflective or more scientific. An engaged researcher can 

simultaneously pursue two agendas: that of the client and that of research. Subject to constraints 

of confidentiality the researcher can contribute from his practical experience to the advancement 

of management science. 

 

Engaging in client-based research forces the researcher to become multidisciplinary. Very few 

management problems are ones that can be treated with tools and concepts from a single 

managerial discipline. A problem of escalating costs may at first appear as financial, but in fact 

be the result of wrong incentives or employees’ attitudes. A pure researcher has the luxury of 

pleading specialization as an excuse for not tackling such a problem. A practitioner has no such 

luxury. 
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Bridging the Gap: Action Research and Design-driven Organization Science 

Action Research is deeply rooted in Pragmatism (e.g., Dewey 1929; James 1907; Peirce 1992, 

1998). Action Research in its different forms is a research methodology which, we continue to 

believe, has the potential of improving the practical relevance of research (Fals-Borda and 

Rahman, 1991). While in classical methodological approaches the researcher studies 

organizational phenomena without intervening in the managerial process, in Action Research he 

or she simultaneously studies the phenomena and actively participates in organizational change 

(Baburoglu and Ravn, 1992). Action Research is based on collaboration between researchers and 

research subjects. It is nothing else but co-designing solutions to real-life organizational 

problems. The primary objective is to solve practical problems while expanding scientific 

knowledge. It proceeds in two stages: joint diagnosis and formulation of applicable theory; and 

collaborative implementation of change and assessment. Prominent organization scientists such 

as Ackoff (1974, 1981, 1999), Argyris (1993), Churchman (1968), Emery and Trist (1972) and 

Schön (1987) advocated some form of Action Research. Possibly the greatest impact was made 

by Kurt Lewin (1948). 

 

Baskerville and Myers (2004) identify four key premises of Action Research that stem from 

Pragmatist philosophy: the meaning of all human concepts is defined by their consequences 

(Peirce, 1905); truth is embodied in practical outcomes (James, 1907); inquiry is controlled 

because rational thought is interspersed with action (Dewey, 1938); finally, human action is 

socially contextualized and human conceptualization is a social reflection (Mead, 1913). 
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Action Research (e.g., Argryis 1993; Argryis and Schön 1978: Chia and Holt 2006; Emery and 

Trist 1972; Hardy and Leiba-O’Sullivan 1998; Jarzabkowski 2004) calls for the scholar “getting 

his or her hands dirty,” by becoming involved in practical organizational work that actually 

produces change or novelty. Science, to the extent that it is useful, informs the scholar-

practitioner’s actions in the field, and the integration of disparate theories takes place “in action.” 

The action researcher learns from his or her involvement what is useful, and what is not, what 

works and what does not, and brings back into the realm of academia an enriched research 

agenda as well as field results that can be interpreted with the usual battery of scientific tools. 

 

Design driven Organization Science is a sub-stream of Action Research and it has recently been 

brought to the forefront (e.g., Boland and Collopy 2004; Romme 2003a; Romme and Endenburg 

2006). It is based on the simple observation that organizations “out there in the real world” 

engage in design on a daily basis: they design new products and services, new organizational 

structures, processes and procedures, new images of themselves. Therefore, to remain pertinent, 

management research must involve itself with design. 

 

McKelvey (2002) in his paper calling for greater complexity of models used by Organization 

Science proposes a scheme similar to that in the top portion of Figure 1. He argues that theory is 

not linked directly to reality, but rather that there is an intermediary stage of modeling. Specific 

situations, or phenomena, are modeled and scientists test the adequacy of the model to describe 

real behavior through a set of procedures that McKelvey proposes to call the determination of 

ontological adequacy. Models are at first derived from existing theories and then frequently 

modified to account for variations between the model and the phenomenon until the researcher 
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concludes that either the model is or is not adequate, or that it is sufficiently enriched to account 

for relevant aspects of studied reality. In either case the results of the model serve to validate, 

modify or enrich the theory, or at least, as in case study methodologies (Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 

1983), to formulate tentative theoretical propositions awaiting further empirical validation. 

Reconciling the model and the theory is called by McKelvey determining analytical adequacy. 

 

Figure 1: Theory and Design Parallelisms 

 
 

Theory PhenomenonModelAnalytical Adequacy Ontological Adequacy

Theory ArtifactDesignAnalytical Adequacy Pragmatic Adequacy
 

 
As shown in the bottom part of Figure 1, two minor modifications of this scheme yield a first 

approximate conceptualization of the relationship between theory and design. Indeed, a design is 

a model of that which does not yet exist. Materially, a model of something in existence and a 

design of something new are indistinguishable: they manifest themselves as a set of drawings, or 

a system of equations, or a narrative, or any other symbolic scheme that can be used to represent 

reality. Just looking at architectural plans will not inform on whether it is a design for a future 

building or a schematic of an existing one. What makes a model a design is the intent of the 

modeler/designer to build an artifact described by it. Intention to implement is what individuates 

designs as a specific subclass of models. 

 

We propose to use for design the term “pragmatic adequacy” rather than “ontological adequacy” 

to reflect the pragmatic intent of implementation. While conventional scientific models are 
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modified as a result of discrepancies with reality, designs get changed because of features that 

prove impractical or just do not work. The left side of Figure 1 – the relationship between the 

model/design and theory - does not change. 

 

In traditional scientific disciplines, such as Physics, theory drives the development of models and 

their testing for ontological adequacy. As a consequence, in most academic institutions the 

Physics department enjoys a higher intellectual prestige than the Engineering school. This is 

because the physicists do not really need engineers to test their theories. High level Physics gets 

transformed into all sorts of “applied science” disciplines before they are used by engineers in 

their designs.  Engineers provide plenty of feedback from their experience that helps improve the 

applied sciences, but they seldom contribute to the grand theory of Physics. When is the last time 

that a physicist was alerted by an engineer that an object with a mass fails to gravitate in the 

direction of the center of the Earth? Thus, while the complete diagram shown in Figure 1 holds, 

with flows in both directions, the dominant tendency is for the flow to be from left to right. It is 

historically rare that facts contradict a well established theory; when that is the case it usually 

leads to a major paradigmatic change (Kuhn 1962). 

 

Organization Science would like to have the same relationship with management practice as 

Physics has with Engineering. In fact this is what is conveyed in the few methodological courses 

that are still taught in business schools. As already noted, McKelvey (1997, 2002) deplores that 

such is not the case, and suggests that this desired effect may be achieved by moving 

Organization Theory more in the direction of Complexity Science. We agree with McKelvey at 

least on the diagnosis of the current situation. We postulate that much of the empirical academic 
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literature can be placed somewhere on a continuum delineated by two caricatural archetypes: the 

“hurrah, it really nearly works sort of” type and the “here is the theory of purchasing in Ajax 

corporation in the third quarter of 2005” type. 

 

The first type consists of the classical normal science approach: a model is derived from an 

existing theory and tested, concluding that it works reasonably well, and that exogenous factors 

that mess things up can somehow be explained away, usually with the use of arcane and 

sometimes counterintuitive statistical manipulation of data. To us this kind of literature is 

indicative of the state of chronic uncertainty that Organization Science has about the validity of 

its theories, and of its doubt about its ontological status. Imagine that physicists were equally 

insecure about Newtonian gravity theory. We would be witnessing thousands of physicists 

throwing all sorts of objects out of the windows of their laboratories, running outside to confirm 

that they really fell, and Physics journals would be populated with articles with titles such as 

“The Effects of Gravity on Round Ashtrays in South East Asia in Times of Economic 

Uncertainty,” offering reassurance that as predicted by theory macro-economic factors seem not 

to influence gravity, calling for further studies with not-ashtrays, more exogenous variables, both 

longitudinal and across a broader geographical spectrum. Organization Science itself does not 

take its theories too seriously; even when a theory achieves a certain status or popularity (e.g., 

Bourdieu 1997) most scientists will at most take it into account as one of many contributing 

elements used in concocting their own theory. Only the most faithful of followers will build their 

models within the strict confines of the original theory. 
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The second type results from grunt field work, and generally relies on some variant of the Case 

Study Methodology (Eisenhardt 1989; Yin 1984). It has the merit of bringing rich empirical 

material into the field of vision of Organization Science. The problem is that the material is 

usually too rich to be accounted for by one existing theory, and therefore the authors must offer a 

hodge-podge of not necessarily compatible theoretical explanations and sometimes add some 

theory produced ad hoc based on the case. The latter does not meet the standard criteria for 

validity, and therefore is offered as tentative propositions accompanied by a hopeful call for 

other researchers of the first type to test it. Unfortunately, more often than not this is a “call in 

the wild” which goes unanswered. The epitome of this kind of approach is Grounded Theory 

Method which in its most extreme versions calls for purely inductive theory generation tied a 

posteriori to the existing body of knowledge (Glaser 1992, 1998). Some writers worry about the 

“atheoretical, status-quo-analytical empirism” that may result from such an inductive approach 

(Backhaus & Plinke, 1977). 

 

Thus, referring back to Figure 1, the dominant flow in Organizations Science is from right to left. 

This results in theory that is fragmented and of which the profession is uncertain. One way to 

reverse the flow in the opposite direction is to change the nature of Organization Science - for 

example in the direction called for by McKelvey (2002). But we argue that the opposite flow is 

already in place when dealing with Organization Design. Indeed, good design is based on an a 

priori conception of the designer as to what is likely to produce desired outcomes. This 

aprioristic conception can be based on a narrow theory or on a pragmatic integration of many 

relevant theories. This is not always an explicit process. Schön (1987) shows how what he calls 

“reflective practitioners” seldom explicitly evoke underlying theory, relying instead on tacit 
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knowledge and rendering things explicit only when they have a problem with validating the 

pragmatic adequacy of what they do, and have to engage in more systematic reflection. We 

postulate that one dimension along which one can distinguish ordinary design from scientific 

design is by rendering underlying theoretical foundations explicit. By doing so, the organization 

scientist transforms every instance of practical involvement with a design into a pragmatic test of 

theories used. 

Conclusion 

There is a considerable diversity in recent proposals to address the “relevance gap” (e.g., Clegg 

and Ross-Smith 2003; Czarniawska 2003), ranging from modest attempts at enhancing 

“managerial implications” sections of scholarly articles, to calls for better cooperation between 

scholars and practitioners, to radical manifestos for the redesign of academia (e.g., Ghoshal 

2005; Gosling and Mintzberg 2004; Mintzberg 2004; Pfeffer 2005; Romme 2003b). Many 

academics frown upon developing design methodologies, leaving the field open to gurus, 

consultants and professional bodies. For example, by far the best selling guide to Project 

Management was developed by a committee of practitioners (Project Management Institute 

2004), with relatively little input from academics. Yet, once such methodologies are deployed in 

organizations, academics are eager to study them and evaluate their impact. There is some kind 

of a prudish reluctance to commit the simplifications of theory that are needed to achieve 

practical results; yet once implemented they acquire the status of an organizational phenomenon 

that is a valid subject of scientific inquiry. We postulate that this kind of a distance is un-

necessary: not only does it deprive Organization Science of many learning opportunities; it also 

overlooks the fact that there is a scientific way of doing design. 
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Ackoff (1971) and Churchman (1968), close friends and collaborators schooled in Pragmatism, 

decided that it was not possible to live lives of philosophers without getting involved with what 

they then called “operational problems” (Sachs 2003). They became important pioneers of 

Operations Research, only to abandon it when in their view it became too much driven by tools 

and algorithms rather than by problems of practice (Ackoff 1979). They also perceived the need 

to use broad interdisciplinary frameworks to deal with the increasing complexity of practical 

problems, founding a new academic stream that they referred to as the Systems Approach 

(Ackoff 1971, Churchman 1968), resembling in many ways the arguments advanced today by 

proponents of “Engaged Scholarship” (e.g. Van de Ven and Johnson 2006)) and Organizational 

Coevolutionists (Brown and Eisenhardt 1997; Dove 1993; Eisenhardt and Gahmic 2000; Helfat 

and Raubitschek 2000; Lewin and Volberda 1999; McKelvey 1997; Volberda and Lewin 2003; 

Van Den Bosch et al 1999). While they were friendly with the proponents of the better known 

General Systems Theory (von Bertalanffy 1968; Rapoport 1970) and Cybernetics (Ashby 1956; 

Beer 1966, Rosenblueth et al. 1943) which sought the development of a “unified science,” they 

demarked themselves through emphasis on action research and design as a purposeful act aimed 

at controlling the future. Theoretical integration can be easier achieved in a design-driven context 

than through an abstract approach, even though such ad hoc integration may not always be a 

basis for a “generalization,” that is something applicable in future design work. Indeed, work on 

practical problems sharpens the focus, imposes limitations on time and other resources and 

therefore encourages taking shortcuts that might be frowned upon by a more canonical scientific 

approach. 
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