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Conceiving Perfectible Theories in 
Management Through Adaptive Framing
William Acar, Kent State University, Kent, USA

Jaume Franquesa, Ohio Northern University, Ada, USA

Rev. Fr. Jino O. Mwaka, University of the Sacred Heart, Gulu, Uganda

ABSTRACT

Extantstudiesoftheoryevaluationrelyonhindsighteventhougheditors’entreatiesaremeantto
bestudiedex anteandappliedinrealtime.Theauthorselaborateonthedefinitionalrequirements
oftheoryandwaystoappraiseit.Theauthorspresentasynopticchronologyofthemaintrendsin
managementtheoryevaluation,anddiscussthemethodologicaldifferencesbetweenformaltheories
andactualmanagementschemes.Thisdiscussionleadsustoadoptaconstructivistperspectiveand
replace“Popperianfalsifiability”wheninapplicabletomanagement.Theauthorsthenintroducethe
conceptofadaptive framingasatripartiteprocesssubsumingthecriteriaofnovelty,practicability
andextendibilitythroughconsistency,whichtheauthorsarguetobethenecessaryrequirementsfor
perfectibletheory-buildinginmanagement.

KeywoRDS
Adaptive Framing, Falsifiability, Ideal Theories, Management Theories, Real-Time Theorizing, Theory Building, 
Theory Evaluation

INTRoDUCTIoN

Theformalstudyofmanagementcontinuestoexpandworldwide.Itisalsoexpandingacademically
as relatively newer subfields (such as Entrepreneurship, Knowledge Management and Cognitive
Neuroscience)arebeingaddedtoitsalreadyrichpanoplyandpertinentacademicsocietiescontinueto
form.Theextantplethoraofschemes,principles,modelsandtheorieshasbecomebaffling.Scholars
andpractitionerjokinglyremark:“It’sajungleoutthere!”Atvarioustimes,academicsocietieshave
proddedresearchaimedattakingstockoftheknowledgealreadyacquiredinitsseveraldomainsand
assessingtheirrespectivecontributions.Thisconceptualinquiryaimsattakingacriticallookatthe
waytheoryevaluationanddevelopmentissuesareusuallyapproached.

Whilethedomainsofmanagementarebecomingmoresophisticated,theydoexhibitdifferent
shadesofscientificrigor.Accordingtothedegreeofmulti-dimensionalcomplexityoftherespective
domains,theycanstillbegroupedintothetwoclustersdescribedbySnow’s(1959)fabledcontrastof
thetwo cultures,themathematicallyorientedoneandthemoreholisticallydrivengeneralistone.This
differentiationofthesubfieldsofmanagementisnotcontested;yetmanagementtheoryevaluators
veryoftensuccumbtothefallacyoftreatingthefieldashomogeneous–andasanintegralpartofthe
purescientificdomain.Thus,flatteringthemselvesasformalscientists,managementauthorsoften
turnforguidancetobig-Sscience’slogicianPopperratherthanmorepragmaticphilosophers(e.g.,
Ackoff,1962;Churchman,1979).
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Anotherconcernisthat,besideeditorialadvice,mostofwhatbuddingauthorsfindintheextant
literaturearedatedevaluationsoftheimpactofpastintellectualcontributions(e.g.,Miner,2003;
Colquitt&Zapata-Phelan,2007).Thiscertainlyisaworthwhilepartofthebeginners’panoplyof
knowledgeelements;butmoreinlinewiththeirpresentneedswouldbesomeindicationofhowto
initiatetheorybuilding,aswellastheprerequisitesforbeingabletoventureintoitfromabeneficial
angle.So,oursecondconcernisthecommontendencytoprovide,forwhatisbasicallyanex anteor
real-timedecisionprocess,guidelinesfittingmostlyex postevaluation.Themorebeneficialquestion
to pose should rather be: Can sensible methodological advice be provided to help the budding
managementresearcherinhisorherquesttodevise“goodandlasting”theories?

Inthefirsttwopartsofthefollowingdevelopment,wewillelaborateontheidealdefinitional
requirements of theory and ways to appraise it, contrasting the hard and softer sciences, and
emphasizing the important roleof consistencywith a clear axiomatic foundationor, at least, an
explicitassumptionalbasis.Initsthirdpart,wewilldiscussthemethodologicaldifferencesbetween
assessinganextanttheoryanddevelopinganewone.Thiswillleadustoproposing,initsfourth
part,threecriteriathatwouldembodyadaptive framingasaconceptualdevicethatcanguidethe
processoftheorybuildinginrealtime,asopposedtobeingmainlyusefulinhindsightappraisalsof
pasttheoreticalwork(e.g.,asinBacharach,1989;orMiner,1984,2003).

HARD-SCIeNCe THeoRIeS & MANAGeMeNT THeoRIeS

The Ideal Concept of Scientific Theory
AccordingtoanimpactfularticleinthemillennialissueoftheAMJ(Carsonetal.,2000),management
schemesabound,anditbehoovesresearcherstoclearapaththroughthem.Whichbenchmarktouse?

Thesuccessfulprobingoftheuniverse’sconstituentsbyEinstein,Hawkingandotherhard-science
luminarieshashadatrickle-downeffectonmoremundaneresearchdomains.Hardscience’scapacity
to connect and thus explain, by means of consistent broad-reaching theories, an ever-expanding
rangeofphenomena(Einstein,1951;Hawking,1988),hasdemonstratedthatthegenerallawsofthe
physicaluniverse(andpossiblybiologyandpsychology)cansometimesbediscovered.Asaresult
ofthisstunningprogress,themethodsofthehardscienceshavebeendeemedexemplarybysocial
scientists,whohavetendedtodefinedesirablerequisitesfortheirtheories,andtheprocessesforthe
bettermentofsuchtheories,soastomimicthoseusedbytheirnatural-sciencesbrethren.

PhilosopherofscienceCampbell(1953),forexample,speaksofatheoryasthemeansbywhich
scienceexplainsphenomena,extractslawsfromthemand,mostimportantly,predicteventsfrom
them–thusassuringthatlawscanbeverified.Popper(1959),inturn,emphasizesfalsifiability(i.e.,
potentialrefutation)asakeyelementofatheory,whichisonlytentativelyconfirmedwhilstrepeated
attemptsatfalsifiabilityfailtoinvalidate.Similarly,drawingfromtheseandotherphilosophersof
science,classicmanagementtheoristBacharach(1989)thenoffersgeneralizableutilityandexplanatory
validityasthetwomaincriteriafortheoryconstructionandevaluationinorganizationscienceand
management.Utilityprovidesforatheory’scombinedfunctionsofbothexplanationanddeduced
prediction.Explanationestablishesthesubstantialmeaningofconstructsandvariables,aswellas
thejustificationfortheknownorassumedlinkagesamongthem.Prediction,inturn,providesfora
deductivetie-intonewlyproposedrelationships,whicharetobecontrastedtoempiricalevidenceas
atestofthetheory’sexplanation.

However,thereareproblemsforsocialscientistswithtreadingtooclosetothephysicalsciences.
The major theoretical breakthroughs in the physical sciences do not necessarily originate from
collecting data or observations that represent anomalies to current theories, as implicit in most
oftheeditorialsofmanagementjournals(e.g.,Bettisetal.,2014),butfromsynthesizingalready
establishedpartialmodelsorresultsbyproposinganovelmoreencompassinglogic.Theabundant
sciencepopularizationliterature(e.g.,Tyson,2017)atteststothisdifference,andthemanagement
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literatureoccasionallyacknowledgesthisnon-linearity,evenchoppiness,ofknowledgeaccumulation
(e.g.,Harris,Johnson&Souder,2013).Anotherdifferenceis,luckilyforthephysicalorchemical
researcher, that the immense universe appears made up of combinations of a relatively small
numberofprimalelements.Thisiswhatstreamlinesresearchintheoreticalphysicsandallowsfor
theconsistent“thoughtexperiments”thatguideleadingscientificthinkers(e.g.,Einstein1951)to
fruitfultheoreticalsyntheses.Finally,andmostimportantly,thecorephysicalsciencesdealwiththe
discoveryofunchanginglawsofnature(ortruths),whilethesocialscientistmostoftenmuststrive
togainunderstandingofmechanismsdrivingsociallyconstructedandshiftingrealities.

Aninitialsoberingconsiderationshouldbethatthedomainofphysicalsciencesisfarremoved
from the circumstances of social sciences, including the observability problems in management
detailedbyGodfrey&Hill (1995). Inaddition, thefieldofmanagementdoesnotconcern itself
withultimatetruthsregardingtheconstitutionoftheuniverse.Becauseitisaneminentlypragmatic
andman-madefield, itshouldberecognizedthat“managerialfacts”differfromincontrovertible
scientificfacts(Godfrey&Hill,1995)andcanbeeasilydeconstructed(Kilduff&Mehra,1997).
Theyareincompletelyspecifiedandcouldinadvertentlylendthemselvestoinfiniteregress(Hallberg
&Felin,2019).Bacharach(1989)himselfobservesthataproblemwithorganizationaltheoriesis
thattheyareoftenvaguelystated,thuslendingthemselvestoeasydismissalofmostdiscrediting
evidence. Similarly, McKelvey (1997) consider them hard to refute because of their subjective
epistemology.Althoughstillacknowledgedinrecentworks(Shapira,2011),Popperianfalsifiability
cannotbemeaningfullylaiduponthemulti-dimensionalityandfluidrealitiesofmanagement, in
whichmathematicalformulationsaretoorestrictive.

Secondly,Popperhimselfnoted(1959)thatgeneralstatementsarenotbythemselvesfull-fledged
scientifictheories.Morevisiblythaninthephysicalornaturalsciences,managementresearchis
forkedbetweenDubin’s(1978)twoparadoxes.Itispossibletoachieveprecisioninpredictionwithout
understandingtheprocessbywhichtheoutcomewasproduced(theprecision paradox).Itisalso
possibletoachieveanunderstandingofsocialbehaviorwithoutacorrespondingprecisioninpredicting
theoutcomes(thepower paradox).Itshouldhenceberecognizedthattheorizinginmanagement
woulddifferfromtheorybuildinginthemathematizedhardsciences.

The Need for Theories Specific to Management
While researchershavenot come toanagreementona singledefinitionofwhat amanagement
theoryis,theyagreethatmodelsandtheoriesplayavitalroleinthedevelopmentofourdiscipline.
Itbecomesimportantthereforetoidentifythoseelementsrequiredfororwhichconstituteanideal
theory.Kaplan(1964)maintainsthatitsbasicfunctionistomakesenseofwhatwouldotherwisebe
choppyandinscrutablefindings.Theoriesservethefunctionofguidingresearchwhilechangingthe
contentofknowledgeaswellasitsform.

Indiscussingtheelementsofamanagementormarketingtheory,Dubin(1978)considersas
mainvariablestheunitswhoseinteractionsconstitutethesubjectmatterofattention.Otherpotential
elements include: the laws of interaction; boundaries; system states; propositions – as logical
deductions about the theoretical model; and empirical indicators leading to testable hypotheses.
However,Dubindidnotrequirethisfifthelementtobenecessarilypresentinalltheoreticalmodels;
onlythefirstfourelementsneedbepresenttoconstitutetheformulationofatheory.

Despitemanagement’smultidimensionalcomplexity,therestillisaneedfortheorizingbecause
ithelpsorganizingparsimoniouslyandcommunicatingclearly(Bacharach,1989).SuttonandStaw
(1995)echothisfunctionalapproachinwritingthattheoryconcernsitselfwithconnectionsamong
phenomenaandthewhyofsuchoccurrences.Whethertheintendedanalysisisstatisticalorqualitative
(Bettisetal.,2014),thereisaneedfordelineatingtheoreticallysanctionedwaysoflookingatfacts,
organizingthemandrepresentingthemfordiscussionbytheresearchcommunity.Itisbyitsbuilding
andassessingoftheoriesthatadisciplinecumulatesknowledge(Turner,1985).Atthisbroadlevel,
thesoughtparallelismwithhardscienceholds.



International Journal of Strategic Decision Sciences
Volume 11 • Issue 1 • January-March 2020

4

Becausetheoriesalsoplaythesignificantroleofencapsulatingthestoredknowledgeofspecific
domainsofinquiry(Turner,1989),theybecomethefocusofrecurrentacademicdiscussionsand
editorials.Decadesapart(e.g.,Whetten,1989;Robinson,2019),theseeditorialsacknowledgethat
theorydrivestheevolutionofscholarshipinanacademicdiscipline;anddelineatesafield’sboundaries,
corequestionstobeexaminedandpreferredresearchmethods.AsHambrick(2007)putsiteven
whenwarningagainstunbridledexpectations,theoriesprovideaframeworkbywhichthoughtsare
organized,coherentexplanationsgeneratedandpredictions,ifany,improved.Yetitshouldbekept
inmindthatmostofthesefunctions,whileenhancedbycontinualoratleastperiodicevaluations,
arenotnecessarilydependentoniron-tightempiricalvalidation.

THeoRy CoMPoSITIoN AND ASSeSSMeNT

The Crucial Role of Assumptions
Summinguptheprevioussection,despitealackofprecisioninthedefinitionanduseof“theory”,
itispossibletoidentifycertainconstituentelementsrelevanttotheory-buildinginmanagementand
organizationscience.Kaplan(1964,pp.294-295)describestheoryas“awayofmakingsenseof
disturbingsituationssoastoallowusmosteffectivelytobringtobearourrepertoireofhabits,modify
ordiscardthem,replacethemassituationdemands.”Thusconceived,thereachoftheorybuilding
potentiallyencompassesallaspectsofmanagement:thesituational(natureofthephenomena),the
intellectual(sense-making)andthebehavioral(actionsthatflowfromunderstandingtoshapingor
respondingtosituations).

ThefollowingconstituentsofatheorycanbeidentifiedfromBacharach(1989):constructsand
variables;propositionsthatrelatetheconstructs;hypothesesthatrelatethevariables;andassumptions
thatestablishboundariesforthetheory.Itisimportanttonote,earlyoninthisdiscussion,oneofthe
mostcommonfaultlinesofmanytheories.Whileconstructs,variables,propositionsandhypotheses
areusuallyexplicitlystated (albeitnotalwayswelldefinedoradequatelystated), theunderlying
assumptionsareoftenincompletelyandambiguouslystatedor,worsestill,altogetherleftout.Yetits
implicitassumptionsstronglyinfluencethewayinwhichatheory’sbasicconceptsareunderstood,as
wellasbuttresstheguidingrationaleforpropositionsandhypotheses.Theimportanceofassumptions
andclear constraintswasstressedbyBacharach,referringtoatheoryas“astatementofrelations
amongconceptswithinasetofboundaryassumptionsandconstraints”(Bacharach,1989,p.496)
soastoreflecttherealworld.

Afewwell-definedsituationsinwhichlastingformaltheorizingcanbeundertakeninmanagement
illustrate both: (i) the expendability of empirical falsifiability as an inescapable theory-building
criterion, and (ii) the importanceofclearly statedassumptions.The followingsection illustrates
howtheexplicitformulationofitsaxiomsandconstraintsaffectatheory’slogicalconsistencyand
futureextendibility.

Lessons from Formal Theorizing In Management
Theinterestinprobingandcontrollingquantifiablerealitiesoffirms’processesforcefullycameto
lifeinthemid-20thcenturywithatwo-prongedefforttorationalizemanagement:asimultaneous
riseofaformalDecisionTheory(DT)embodyingearliertheoreticalconceptsfromEconomicsto
optimizingdecisionmaking,andtheuseofmathematicalmethodsforoptimizingtheuseofresources
andtimeinproductionanddistributionsystems.Twoseminalbooksencapsulatethetwoprongsof
thisnewparadigm(inthesenseofKuhn[1962]).LuceandRaiffa’s(1957)Games and Decisions
presentsasuccinctdigestofformalapproachestorationaldecisionmaking.Coincidentally,inthat
sameyearChurchman,AckoffandArnoff(1957)introducestherisingfieldofOperationsResearch
/ManagementScience(OR/MS)asameanstocaptureasituation’sparametersandconstraintsbya
graphicalormathematicalmodel.
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Theinitialconsultingapplicationshadbeenfocusedonresolvingspecificinstancesofproblem
situations,sometimesnumerically.Butverysoon,mathematicallybenttheoreticiansjoinedinand
devisedabstractalgebraicsolutionsforarchetypicalsituationsthatcouldbedescribedsymbolically
(usingletterstoexpressgenericcases).Appropriatetheoriesweredevelopedalongmathematical
axiom-lemma-theoremdeductivestructures,fromwhichsolution algorithmswerederived,andthen
madeavailablethroughconsultingservicesaswellasoff-the-shelfsoftware.Basedondeductionfrom
anaxiomaticbasiswithlittleempiricalinput,thesetheoreticalsolutionsarenotinherently“falsifiable”,
butonlyrequirethattheynotbeinconsistentlyappliedwheretheydidnotpertain.Whenevercorrectly
applied,whetheraddressingproductionortransportationlogistics,theyareeffectivelyusedworldwide.
Theirdiffusiontomostindustrialengineeringandbusinesscollegessetsthemupasexemplarstobe
distilledandpotentiallyemulatedinbroadertheory-makinginmanagement.1

Moreover, DT and OR/MS authors conceive rules to bridge the gap between modeling
specificsituationsanddevisingbroader,generictheories.Theirapproachtomanagement-scientific
optimizationentailsfocusingthetheoreticaldevelopmentandensuingcomputationsonthecontextual
decision variables, while undertaking the holistic inductive effort of making goals, constraints,
assumptionsandrelationshipsasexplicitaspossible.Aimingatoptimizingwhatcanbecontrolled
withinthecontextofsurroundingcircumstances,thisformalism’sthrustistheparsimonioususeof
clarifiedandquantifiedcomponents.Asweseektounderstandthestructuralreasonsforconsiderable
differentialsinlongevityamongtheoriesinmanagement,wewillrevisitbelowthismatterofhowthe
explicitformulationofaxiomsandconstraintsaffectatheory’slogicalconsistencyand,therefore,
itsadequatefutureextendibility.

The Importance of a well-Constructed Deductive System
Onecanabstractfromtheprecedingdiscussionthatthebuildingblocksofpresumedknowledge,
or theory, are propositions of relationships and explanations of the mechanisms causing them.
Complicatingthecommunicationbetweentheoristsandpractitionersisthelattergroup’smuchdated
viewofatheoryassimplyanintriguinghypothesisinquestofverification,whiletheoristsusually
describetheobservation-induction-deduction-testingcycleinwaysthatcouldstandsomeclarification
for themanagerialreader(becauseit isboundtorepeat later,as thenewlydeducedpropositions
raisenovelquestionsorparadoxes...).ThisleadsAckoff(1962)toclarify,forbothconstituencies,
thatatheoryisbestunderstoodasa consistent deductive systemsynthesizingtheinductiveinputs
thatengendereditsaxiomaticfoundation.Hisidealdeductivesystemcomprises:asetofconcepts
(definedandundefined);asetofaxioms,postulatesorassumptions;asetofresultsor theorems
(“laws”)deducedfromtheseassumptions;and,finally,instancesofactualorpotentialoccurrences
orapplicationsofthoseresults.Validationitselfisnotformallyincludedatthisconceptualstage,but
leftasadesirablepropertyforalaterstage.

Acar(1988)drawsfromandexpandsAckoff’s(1962)presentationofthedesiredconstituent
elementsofanencompassingtheory.Heexplicitlystressestwointegratingelementsthatcontribute
totheoreticalconsistency.First,atheorycancapturesomeoftherichnessthatlanguagecanprovide
byspellingoutitsnomenclatureinsomedetail.Second,onecanbuttresstheinternalconsistency
requirementofsoundtheorybuildingbycarefullydesigningitsrules of logic.Formaltheoriesoften
usemathematicsbothasalanguageandastherulesoftheirinternallogicfordeducingtheorems
fromtheiraxioms.However,inpoliticalandsocialsciences,amathematicalformulationisseldom
possibleandhenceisnotarequisite.

Tofixideas,letusconsidertwoofthemostimposingtheoriesdevelopedforresourcemanagement.
DTusesaminimumofspecificvocabularyaddedtoitsusuallymathematicalmodeofexpression;
on theotherhand, inaddition to itsborrowings fromfinancialeconomicsandotherdisciplines,
AccountingTheoryhasdevelopeditsownspecificlanguageandrulesoflogic.Moreover,contrary
tothecautioningadageof“paralysisbyanalysis”,enrichingatheorybymeansofAckoffandAcar’s
inclusionoflanguageandrulesoflogic(intheirconceptionoftheoryasanintellectualedifice)does
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notprecludeeventualtestingofitsmostsalientresults(Kerlinger,1964),whetherinmanagementor
anyotherdiscipline.Tocitebutoneexample,Sirgy(1988)describeshowtheaboveideas,initially
developedforthedomainofhumanenterprise,canbeadaptedtothestudyofbiologyaswell.2

Asmentionedbefore,inthisconceptionofatheoryasaconsistentdeductivesystem,empirical
validationisnotpositedasaconstituentofthetheoryitself,butasadesideratum.Thisneithermeans
norimpliesthatlaterverificationwouldbeunwelcome;whenitfinallycomes,thetheorybecomes
confirmed.Totheextentthatpredictionsfromthetheorycanbecontrastedwithempiricalevidencein
waysthatareinformative,futurelearningwillbeaidedandthetheorywillbemademoreperfectible.

Nonetheless,rigiddogmatismregardingstrictfalsifiabilitymaybecomecounter-productive.There
aresomediscussionsofinformativecontentoftheoriesintheworksofPopper(Thornton,2007).A
theorywithhighinformativecontentcouldofferagreatnumberofwaysinwhichitmayturnoutto
befalse,asitwillresultinpreciseandspecificpredictions,possiblyresultinginalowerprobability
ofbeingconfirmedthanlessinformativeones.Isthereaparadox?Moreoftenthannot,however,it
offersagreaternumberofwaysinwhichitmaybeimprovedovertime,asinformativeandinsightful
evidenceaccumulates.Overall,only if falsifiability isprematurelyemphasizedat theexpenseof
conceptualdevelopmentwouldlearningbeimpeded.Suchdelaysmaynotturndetrimentalif,inthe
meantime,thetheoreticaledificeiscontinuallybeingprobedbycounter-factual scenarios(Durand
&Vaara,2009)toassesswhetherthelackoffitwithrealityisduetoanunrealisticaxiomaticbasis
orjustfaultyderivationsfromit.3

It is important to note that the above does not intend to compare deductive and inductive
approachestothedetrimentofthelatter.4Amisunderstandingofthe18thdebatebetweenrationalists
and empiricists has created an artificial semantic distinction between these intertwined theory
developmentprocesses.Deductivesystemsdonotpopupex vacuoasapalliativetotheneedfor
soundandwelldocumentedempiricalattemptsatvalidation.Ourunderstandingofatheoryasa
conceptual,deductivesystemneitherdeniesitsoriginalgroundingobservationandculturallygenerated
assumptions,norrulesoutsubsequentinductiveinferencefollowingempiricalwork.

Thepointofstressingthecompatibilityofdeducedresultswiththeunderlyingassumptionsand
framingconstraints,istoclearlyflaga prioritheareasofmostlikelyinapplicability;consequently,a
deductivesystemmayserveastheframeworkforaninferentialprogram.Byfixingideasandproviding
ameansofexplicitlycouchingthem,itbecomesprimarilyaframeworktoguideone’sthinkingthat
facilitateslearningandcommunication.

Theory in the Trenches of General Management
Businessandmilitarysituationscomprisingmainlyspatialandresourcevariables,andwhichcan
beabstractedfromhumanaffectsorlatentfeelings,haveproventobesuccessfullypronetoformal
analysisandsometimesoptimizationbyOR/MSmethodsaspredictedbySimon’sseminalwork
(e.g.,Newell&Simon,1972).Inthelastfewdecadesmoreeffectivetechniquesandcomputerized
algorithmshaveroutinizedstandardallocationandsearchtasks,andthisdisciplinehasallbutmigrated
frombusinessschoolstoindustrialengineeringdepartments.Thosealgorithms’validityitselfisno
longeranissue,andcurrentcounter-factualscenariosnowmostlyproberefiningtheiraccuracyand
computationalsensitivitytochangingconditions.

However,thisisnotthecaseingeneralmanagementwheretheactivitiesandrelevantphenomena,
human,economicandspatialdomainsoverlapincomplexandsometimeshiddenways.Asaresult,
inmostcommonmanagerialoccurrences,therequisitesense-makingisfarlessorderlyandmore
variegated.Insuchacontext,Dubinhimself(1978,p.5)acknowledgesthatarelaxationofformulaic
methodologicalstricturesorevenformalstructurescanbemoreconducivetoseeingorderamidst
“boomingbustlingconfusionthatistherealmofexperiences.”5Inthetrenchesofreal-lifemanagement
whatiscommonlysoughtisexplanationratherthanprediction.InaccordancewithTsang’s(2006)
argument, the relevanceof theunderlyingbehavioralassumptions thenbecomesparamount,and
formalmodelingpotentiallyleadingtofalsifiablepredictionstakesthebackseat.
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Gibson(1960)supportsalooseyetrichperspectivebyhonoringastheoryanyindividualorsystem
oflogicallyinterconnectedgeneralstatements.Thus,amereclassificationcanbetheinitialembryo
ofafuturetheoreticaldevelopment(Bateson,1972).Thisbroadenedmeaningwouldgenerouslycover
themyriadofexplanatoryschemesofferedintheliteratureforthemultitudeofphenomenabeing
queried.Forexample,Ocasio,LoewensteinandNigam(2015)illustratehowjustchangingcategory
conventionsmaymodifyinstitutionallogics.Lessstrikingandmorepervasiveistheabundantuse
oftypologiesinthesocialsciences;SnowandKetchen(2014)arguethatatypologyisoftenthefirst
stepinwhatpromisestobecomelaterafruitfultheoreticalquest.Whilesomefaciletypologieshave
quicklyoutlivedtheirusefulness,othersimilartheorizationshavebeenadoptedbypractitionersand
soremainedinuseforalongtime.6

Nevertheless,buckingthetrendtowardincreasedpragmatismandpractitioners’callsforgreater
initial relevance,caveatshavebeen raised inprior treatiseson theorybuildingandevaluation in
management.Theconcernisthatnotanyconceptualframeworklabeledas“theory”mayindeedbe
atheory.Forexample,Bacharach(1989)distinguishesmeredescriptionsofobjectsandeventsbeing
investigated,especiallycategorizationsandtypologies,fromfulltheories.Heproposesthatsimple
categorizationofdataisnottheory,whetherqualitativeorquantitative;hencemuchoftheworkinthe
subfieldsofmanagementshouldnotbeperceivedastheorybuilding.Similarly,SuttonandStaw(1995)
pointoutthatthefollowingpartsdonot(bythemselves)constitutetheories:referencestoresearch
findings,dataorobservedpatterns,listsofvariablesorconstructs,diagrammaticalrepresentationof
relationships,andpredictionsofwhateffectsmightoccurwithnoexplanatoryhypotheses.Despite
similarcallsforgreaterpuritybyTurner(1989)andothers,beforereformingitwemustconsiderthe
realityofwhatgoesoninthetrenchesofthehardworkofgradualconceptualcreationinmanagement.

Indeed,seldomdoactualtheoriesarisebedeckedintheirfinalformthebrainsoftheirfounders.
Theaxiomatictheoryof“purposefulsystems”ofAckoffandEmery(1972)maybeonesuchrare
instance.Moreoftenthannot,asdocumentedbyWhitney-GibsonandTesone(2001)throughfive
examples, a multiplicity of pre-theoretic fads and schemes percolate freely from managerial or
consultingpractices.Mostarenotdevisedbymeansofasingle thoughtexperimentora leapof
intuition; rather, theyareextractedfrombeneficialoccurrencesdeemedworthrepeating.During
lengthy incubation periods of varying length, following Glaser and Strauss (1967), behavioral
researchers“ground”themselvesincollectingdetaileddataandclusteringthemintopatterns,often
presentedasclassificationsortypologies.Distillationofthoseschemeswhoseapparentusefulness
survivesgraduallymigratesthemfromthestatusof“fad”tothemorerespectedstatus“representational
model”inthesenseofHarrisetal.(2013).

Asmentionedearlier,thevaguenessandinformalityofformulationsmakeitillusorytobelieve
thatrigoroustestscouldbedevisedtofirmlyinfirm(orconfirm)mostsocialsciencetheories.The
fieldshouldthenrecognizethatitsstressonfalsifiabilityasadefinitionalrequirementoftheoryis,
inmostcases,amisplacedshackle.Ournextsectionwilldiscussshiftingourfocusfromhindsight-
basedthinkingtoassistingthewould-betheorybuilderwithadviceusableinrealtime.

THeoRy APPRAISAL IN MANAGeMeNT

Ex Post outcome-Based Theory evaluation
Researchpublicationbeingaprimarychannelofknowledgedevelopmentanddissemination, the
numberofcitationsiscommonlyusedasaproxytoevaluatethecontributionsofindividualauthors
aswell as theuniversities employing them.Becauseof thisdouble-duty towardacademic fame,
citationfrequencyhasbecometheprincipaldrivingforcebehindsocialscienceandmanagement
research.Theoccasionalethicalcaveatnotwithstanding(e.g.,vanWesel,2016),theproponentsof
governancebycitationcountpointoutthatsuchasystemoughtnottobeconsideredmechanistic
becauseitencapsulatesthechoicesofcountlessindividuals.
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The information revolution of the recent decades has generated an exponential increase in
digitizeddatabasesandamatchingincreaseinsearchandclassificationtools(Rubin,2007).While
admittedlyimpersonal,theynonethelessprovideatemptingfirstpassatanumberofformerlyvery
laborious(andhencerarelyattempted)queries.Asacaseinpoint,author co-citation analysis(e.g.,
Nerur,Rasheed&Natarajan,2008)canhelpdetectthestructureinwhichthevariousfieldsofa
disciplinehavecoagulated.Suchhindsightunderstandingofitsstructureisboundtobebeneficial
tomostofthediscipline’sresearchers.

Muchmorecommonisthestraightcitationanalysis,usedaloneorincombination(e.g.,Ramos-
Rodriguez&Ruiz-Navarro,2004)todocumentthecascadeofinfluencesamongpublishedworks.
Thewidespreadandunquestioningrelianceoncitationcountsseemsaneasysolutiontothecomplex
taskoftheoryevaluation.Butithasadownside,havinggeneratedacoupleofintertwinedspiraling
syndromes.Itishardlyasurprisethatthetopjournalsarelocatedinthemostprestigiousuniversities,
whichusuallyfavorsubmissionsfrompeerinstitutions.Becausetheseeminentuniversitiescanwell
affordtoofferlowcourseloadsandgenerouslyfundresearchandrelatedtravel,theyattractthose
scholarswiththegreatestpotential(Morganetal.,2018).Theiropportunitiesforexponentialgrowthin
theircitationdynamicsincrease;theygraduallybecomebuddingstars;andneophyteresearchersfrom
lessresplendentinstitutionswisenuptobecomingtheir(citing)disciples.Thus,theself-reinforcing
reputations of universities, journals and authors constitute three spiraling syndromes. Mutually
reinforcingaswell,theybecomepotentdriversofcitationdynamics,likelymoreeffectivethanthe
trueunderlyingvalueoftheinsightsbeingcited,notunlikerisingtheories’self-fulfillmentdynamics
describedbyFerraro,PfefferandSutton(2005).Inaddition,itisusuallyignoredthatmature,more
populatedresearchtopicstendtogeneratemorecitationsthannewerareasofinquiry.

Nowandagaincallscomefortakingalessmechanicallookattheresultsofourdecadesof
subsidizedresearch.Occasionally,questionshavebeenraisedconcerningthequalityofresearchas
reflectedinjournalranking(e.g.,Singh,Haddad&Chow,2007),butnoauthorhasgatheredthe
voluminousevidenceneededtodislodgetheintuitivelysatisfyingviewthatcitingpriorwork,the
wellspringofmostknowledgedevelopment,maywellbethemainsourcesofallof it.Onesuch
effort,afive-decadestudyoftheAcademy of Management Journal(Colquitt&Zapata-Phelan,2007),
revealsanupwardtrendintheorybuildingandtestingwithinarticles,indicatingthatitseditorial
policyisapparentlybearingfruit,andprovidingpartialsupporttothecurrentrelianceoncitations.
Onthewhole,theformationsyndromesofthedominanttheoreticalstrandscanbedocumentedby
monitoringthemarchofcitations,andastrongcaseagainsttheconvenientuseofcitationcountshas
yettobemadedespiteitsvisibleweaknesses.

Still,examplesofthesilosresultingfromtheclusteringofcitationnetworksintoseparatebubbles
canbefound.Forinstance,methodologistsAckoff(1962)andKerlinger(1964)areknowntotworather
disjointconstituencies:theformerisheldaleaderwithinthequantitativeOR/MSparadigmdescribed
earlier,andthelatteraleaderwithinthegeneralbehavioralandmanagerialdomain.Consequently,
whileparsimoniousofacademiceffortsandresources,thecurrentover-relianceofcitationdynamics
asaformoftheoryevaluationisnotencompassing.Itmightalsonotbeveryeffectivebecauseitis
acontributingfactortotheparcelingofknowledgeintoincreasinglydivergentstrands.

Ex Post Attribute-Based Theory evaluation
Thepainstakingevaluationofpanel-nominatedextanttheoriesbyMineroffersanenlighteningcontrast
withtheconvenientappraisalbycitation.Althoughawareofhowthereputationalandnetworking
factorsdescribedintheprevioussectionscontributetoimportance(1984,p.300),Minergoestothe
heartofthematterasasentientscholarnotshackledbysemi-mechanisticschemes.Hedirectlyhomes
inoncross-tabulatinghisownestimatedratingsofscientific validityandusefulness in application
ofexistingmanagementtheories.Asapartialvalidationfromhiscontemporaryauthors,whilehis
usefulnesscriteriondiffersfromEisenhardt’s(1989)“richnessofexplanation”,hisvaliditycriterion
issimilartoher“fittoempiricaldata”.Runningoverseveraldecades(1984,2003),hisworkisan
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exemplarofattemptingtoassessdirectlythequalitiesoftheories.Histwoarticlesyieldedricher
feedbacktoauthorsandresearchersthantheavailablecitationcounts,andresultedinasubstantial
impactonsubsequentresearchingeneralmanagement.

YetsomeironiesandparadoxesfalloutofMiner’s(1984,2003)work.Themostglaring(and
potentiallydiscouraging)isthathisapproachtotheoryevaluationcannotbeundertakeninrealtime,
butisperforceex post.7Thesecondparadoxrelatestosubjectivemeasurementandillustratesthe
tradeoff thatappearsunavoidable; itbecomesonemore impediment to the ideaofapplying real
scientificvalidityinthesocialsciences.Anexactingyetprolificresearcherinpsychologyapplied
tomanagement,Miner’sownworkishighlyrespected.Still,wouldhisestimatesofthescientific
worthinessoftheoriesfromotherresearchstreamsordisciplinarytraditionsqualifyasreliablyunbiased
scientificmeasurements?Hisratingsbeingasinglerater’sassessmentratherthananobservedoutcome
tainthisostensibleuseofchi-squaretests.8

TobetterevaluateMiner’s(1984,2003)contributiontomanagementthought,letusponderonthe
impactofhis1984findingofapoorcorrelationbetweenthevalidityofatheoryanditsusefulness….
Minorsurmisedthatmanagementtheorieswereincompletelyformulatedandhadnotyetestablished
themselves.Didhispersonalized study shock the field into action?An implicit recognitionwas
borneintimeasthefieldmovesontowardgreaterspecificity,andtheoriesaregraduallydeparting
further fromtheirnear-truismsbeginnings.Thus,despitearguableshortcomings,Miner’s (1984)
bi-dimensionaltheoryevaluationframeworkhadapositiveimpact.

Evaluativeworkssuchashisareatonceanexhilaratingandsoberingnecessity.However,they
arestructurallyhindsight-oriented,andpresumethatthefieldprogressesintheorderlyandlogically
sequentialfashioninwhichpolishedtheoriescrystallizeandareeventuallypresented.Whatismore
imperativeisthatsomeadvicebegivenin real timetothebuddingtheorist.Thereis,ofcourse,a
wealthofadviceprovidedbyeditorsinnotesthatarticulatethegoalsandpoliciesoftheirjournals
regardingworthwhiletheoreticalcontributions,withtheintentofpreventingunnecessaryandcostly
feedbackloopsthroughthereviewprocess.Nonetheless,editorialrecommendationstendtoappear
multipleandpossiblydivergent.Asweproceedwithourdiscussion,wewilldevelopacompatible
trioofcriteriabasedonaunifiedprocessofadaptive framing.Wewillofferitasanencompassing
standardforappraisalinrealtimeand,thus,foreffectivetheorybuilding.

Theory Appraisal in Real Time
Are there more direct ways to evaluate theories than appraising the fame they have gathered?
Theprecedingsectionssuggestthat,tothedegreethatatheoryhasanaxiomaticbasis,itslogical
consistencycanbeappraisedand,tothedegreeitishighlyfocusedandspecific,itspredictionswillbe
moretestableandpracticalvaliditymoreverifiable.Thegoodnewsisthatnumerousextanttheories
appeartohaveaclearaxiomaticbasis,ifnotalwaysacompleteone.Motivationaltheoriesappearto
fallinthiscategory,rankinghighontheaxiomaticspectrum,anddonotgenerallyinvolveaplethora
ofconfoundingsocial,economic,production-orresource-basedvariables.

Attheoppositeendoftheaxiomaticspectrum,somebehavioraltheoriesmaynothaveaclearly
expressedassumptionalbasis,andthusbeinadequateasdeductivesystemsthatcanbeinvestigated
forlogicalconsistency–asortof“deductivereliabilitycheck”.Evenloweronthelogicalconsistency
spectrum,wefindfashionablynovelandquasi-intuitivepopularnotions,whoseambiguityisinitially
appealingbutsoonprovestobeshiftingsandsonwhichlittlerigorcanbebuilt.Closertofadsor
“old-wives’recipes”thanmodelsortheories, thesearegenerallyaccordeddubiouscredenceand
areappliedwithcaution.Lesstrustedbutmoreusedthanestablishedtheories,theappealoftheir
noveltyissuchthattheyoftenguidepractice–albeitunderabuyer bewarelabel.Hencefadsarea
manifestationofsocialdynamics.Theydonotremainstillbut,subjecttothedynamicsofscrutiny
andrevision,somebecomeanemicandvanish.Mostothers,overtimesanitizedorenriched,gradually
driftupwardinthespectrumtowardgreateracceptance,andbecomepartiallyformedandaccepted
theories(Carsonetal.,1999).
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Becauseofitsemotionalappeal,moreproblematicisaseparatecategorymadeupofculturally
inheritedbutdubiouspremisesthatareconfusedwithbona fidetheoriesrestingonaclearaxiomatic
foundation.Itcomprisesconceptualizationsbasedonnear-truisms,suchas“resourcesandskills’
availability determines one’s action potential” or “institutional and environmental constraints
determinethedomainoffeasibleaction”.Ifexaminedclosely,such“theories”revealenoughoverlap
withtheunstatedpostulatesoftoday’sknowledgetobemaskingtautologies;assuch,theycouldbe
consideredunprovable“primitivesofhumanthought.”Thisdoesnotmeanthattheycannotserveas
guidesforpractice–onlythattheyreadilylendthemselvesneithertoconsistencyverificationnor
testabilityforfailure.Thelogicalconsequenceisalignedwithourpresentmisgivingsaboutthereality
offalsifiability,yetstartlingforthesocialsciences,inwhichciting(andbuildingonprecedent)is
grantedthesamerespectastheorem-proofvalidationinphysics.

Still,effortsneedbemadetounderstandthetheory-to-practicegapbyreflectingofthenotion
of“qualityintheorybuilding”(Baldridge,Floyd&Markoczy,2004).Incontemporarymarketing
thought(e.g.,Kotler,2000),qualityisabidimensionalconcept,comprisingtwoclustersofattributes:
thesolidityordurabilityfeatures,andtheexcellenceorluxuryfeatures.Couldthisacceptedduality
betranslatedintoastrategyforevaluatingtheoriesindependentlyoftheself-propelleddynamicsof
thecitationepidemic?

Falling close to this aim, and illustrating where this discussion is headed, is Eisenhardt’s
(1989)perspective.Shepaystherequisitehomagetothepopularsearchfornovel insights,which
shecomplementswithevaluatinga theoryby thedualcriteriaofrichnessof itsaccount (of the
relationshipsbetweenitsconstructsandvariables)andthedegreetowhichitprovidesaclose fitto
empiricaldata.Ourfollowingsectionswillfocusonthethreecompatiblecriteriaweproposefor
realizingadaptiveframing.

THRee CRITeRIA FoR THeoRy DeVeLoPMeNT

The Novelty /originality Requisite
Amongtheex antetheoryevaluationcriteriadiscussedinthepriorliterature,themostprominentfor
thefirststepofdiffusion,namelypublicationinavisibleoutlet,isthe“novelinsights”or“contribution
tothefield”soughtbymostauthors(e.g.,DiMaggio,1995)andjournaleditors.Onecouldgoback
decadesandsamplemajoreditorialrecommendations;thisisarecurringleitmotivoftheiradvice.

Forexample,editorializingfortheAMR,Whetten(1989)listssevencriteriathatclusterinto
threecategories:Isitnewandtimely?Isitwellconceivedandwritten?Doesitmatter?Itisworth
notingthatnoveltyishisfirst-listedrequirement.Similarly,intheir“AMJEditor’sForum”,Bartunek,
RynesandIreland(2006)recommendimportance/impactandvalidity/qualityasprincipalcriteria;
but they do emphasize capturing the reader’s attention by challenging one’s assumptions in the
mannerofDavis’classic(1971)plea.EditorializingfortheSMJ,Bettisetal.(2014)moveintheir
firstpagetoexplainingacceptablevariationsoncreatingnewtheories(namelyconnecting,modifying
orextendingexistingones).

AcontemporaryexamplecanbegatheredbyRobinson’s(2019)presentationoftheeditorial
missionofthestillrelativelynewAoM Discoveriesjournal.Shedevotesasignificantportionofher
initialparagraphstocommunicatethosethemesorapproachesconsiderednovelenoughtobefitfor
journalsubmission.Theubiquitouspresenceofthenovelty/creativity/originality/freshnesscriterion
makesitimpossibletoignore–Itissoregularlyimpliedthatitusuallygoesunstated.

Yetnoveltyalonedoesnotsustainatheory.Tocitebutoneinstance,McKinley,MoneandMoon
(1999)capture themergingthrust in theliteraturebyfollowingnoveltywith thetwosubstantive
criteriaofschematic continuityandscopeorpotentialforpragmaticoutreach.Closertousintime,
besidetherequisiteoriginality,CorleyandGioia(2011)similarlyproposetherelatedmeasuresof
scientific utilityandpractical utility;theirinfluenceisbeingreflectedinthefollowingsections.
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Practicability within the Torrent of Theory Creation
Inadditiontothenoveltyrequisite,modelscompeteinthemarketplaceofnovelideasbasedonthe
managerialneedforpracticabletheories,namelythoseofferingwaysbywhichorganizationalskills
andresourcescanbeusedtosolvecriticalissues(e.g.,Lengnick-Hall&Wolf,1999).Everyoneof
thefoureditorialsmentionedearlierstressesthegenerationofusablereal-worldknowledgeasasine 
qua noncriterion.Asamatteroffact,inourfirst-listededitorial,Whetten’s(1989),canbefoundthe
pricelesspithyjudgement“whocares?”Inpractice,aslongassuchaschemeormodelcontinuesto
appearhelpfultoconsultantsand/ormanagers,organizationallearningprocesseswillgraduallytake
noticeandacknowledgeitasan“incipienttheory”.Onordertoaddresstherealitiesandpracticalities
ofbusinesslife,afrequentsourceofsharpeningtheoriesisthefeedbackprovidedduringtheirearly
unfurlingintotheacademicandconsultingspheres.

However,anothersourceofrobustdesignresidesinthecreative abilityoftheinitialtheoristto
performthoughtexperimentsregardingpracticalapplicability.AsoutlinedbyDubin(1978),potential
paradoxes may arise regarding whether to grow the incipient theory in the direction of sharper
predictionorbetterexplanation.InthecontextofStrategyresearch,Tsang(2006)approachesthis
syndromefromtheangleofcongruencebetweencurrentgoalsandinitialassumptions.Intheseand
otherlikelycases,someauthors’abilityofdevisecounter-factualscenarios(Durand&Vaara,2009)
providesthemwithameanstoinvestigateex anteproblemsoflongevityand,mostimportantly,fit
withrealbusinesssituationsandtheirplausibleimplementationdifficulties.9

Withtheincreasedsophisticationofstatisticaltemplatesandalgorithmsthatcanassign,toeven
moderately-sizeddatasets,ahard-to-decipher“structure”,theneedhasbecomepressingfortheories
toappeartoworkinpracticeinwaysthatcanbevisualizedandhence“explained”toothers.Forthis
reason,aswellasthosementionedearlier,weshouldlookbeyondtheinappropriateanalogywith
theclarityofhardscience.Wheretolook?Whatseemstomattermostisthatresearcherscontinue
tohaveafeelingforwhattheydo–andthuscontinueinfluencingsocietybybeingcommittedtoit.
Increasingly,researchersandeditorssubscribetoconstructivistphilosophy(Mir&Watson,2000),in
whichtheresearcherdoesnotposeasvalue-neutralbutacknowledgescircumstantialandideological
influences.Inotherwords,itmaybemoreappropriatetorecognizethatmanagementresearchers
excavateratherthanmerelydiscover.

Forexample,relatedtoconstructivismistheapplication-seekingpragmatismofthedeveloping
fieldofKnowledgeManagement (KM), that links informationsciences tomanagement theories.
Initially, itwasbasedonPolanyi’s (1966)point that evennon-interventionist researchers should
recognizetheytacitlytainttheirworkwiththeirownperceptualbiasesandmeasuringinstruments.
UnderthelabelofKM,NonakaandTakeuchi(1995)devisedfromthisoriginallyscientificperspective
apracticalapproachtohumancapitalmanagementforimprovingorganizationalmemory.Forawhile,
Nonaka’sKMbecameacherishedpillaroforganizationallearning,asemployersfounditbeneficial
toencouragethesharingbyexpertsoftheirformerlytacitknowledge.

Bynow,though,KM’sscopehasoutgrownthemeremilkingofexperts.Itscentralthrustisto
studythegellingofobservationsintoschemestobedocumented,bydescribingthegradualprocessing
ofthemintocodeddata,potentialinformationintodocumentedinformation,itsowntransformation
intoknowledgeleadingtogreaterorganizationalunderstanding(Acar&al-Gharaibeh,2019).Both
thiscentralthrustofKMandNonakaandTakeuchi’s(1995)expertmanagementstrandrelateto
constructivism,andtoapractice-drivenapproachtoknowledgedevelopment.Thisisalsosimilar
CorleyandGioia’spractice view of knowledge generation,wherebytheoreticaldevelopmentisseen
asa“recursivedialoguebetweentheoristsandreflectivepractitioners”(2011,p.23).

Yet,justseekingpotentialusefulnessforpractitionersdoesnotguaranteereachingit.Reviewing
thepreponderantuseofbig-dataalgorithmsfororganizationallearning,O’Neil(2016)discussesthe
instabilityoftheirresults,andshowshownefarioustheycouldbecomewhennotcloselymonitored
and judiciously applied. Hence, theory developers’ concern should go beyond just reaching for
possiblepracticalusefulness;theyshouldfurtherconsiderthedegreetowhichpracticalapplications
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oftheirtheoryarefeasibleinviewofresourceavailability,institutionalcircumstancesandlegacy
constraints.Inlightofthis,wedenoteoursecondtheory-buildingcriterionaspracticabilityrather
thanmere“practicalusefulness”.

Complementing Novelty and Practicability: extendibility
UnliketheirOR/MScolleagues,whoseprofessionfacilitatesexplicitlistingofallsituationalconstraints
becauseofitsfrequentuseofcondensedquantifyingconventions,generalmanagementconsultantsdo
notfallintoholismautomatically,butmustconsciouslyundertakethecumbersomelaborsinvolved.
Luckilythough,howevercrowded,theircompetitivefieldisnotsodarkastoprecludeknowledgeof
themainguidingconceptualtrends.

Oneofthemainphilosophicaltrendsofourtimeforguidingappliedresearchisthesystems 
approach(SA).Seeminglyproceedingfrommultipleorigins,SAhasbecomeaconvincingembodiment
oftheneedforholism.Epistemologically,itadvocatesmakinguseofseveralideologies,theoretical
perspectivesorfieldsofstudy(e.g.,Churchman,1979).Operationally,itpromotestakingstockof
theentirepanoplyofresources,goalsandconstraintsbeforeembarkingon“solving”atasksituation
bysub-optimizingit(Churchmanetal.,1957).Inmostsituation,whetherbehavioralorresource
related,thinkingalongSA’slineshasbecomede rigueur.

AhelpfulmanifestationofitintherealmofsocialsciencesisGoffman’s(1974)frame analysis.
Framesareoftenfoundwithinthenarrativeaccountofanissueoreventandoperateinfourcrucial
ways:theydefineproblems,diagnosecauses,makemoraljudgmentsandsuggestremedies.This
latteraspectcreatesaconnectionbetweenGoffman’ssociologicalperspectiveanddecision-making
processes,andshouldbeapproachedasaportentofwhatthethinkingseededbyframeanalysiscan
accomplish.Becausetheframingofanissueorproblematicsituationdeterminesthewayitwillbe
viewed,contemporaryanalystsworkonframingallissuesinaccordancewithSAbeforeturningto
modelingthemtodevisesolutions.AccordingtoAcarandDruckenmiller(2010),intheshort-cut
parlanceoftheorybuildersandconsultants,“problemsolving”activitiesarebeingsubsumedintothe
largerapproachofsituation framing.Likewise,weproposethatauthorsmustviewtheorybuilding
asaderivativeorevenanaffiliateofframing.

Ourintellectuallandscapeisnolongeroneoftranquilwatersinwhichtheoddtheoryhasbeen
leisurelyfloatingforsometime,whilerepeatedattemptsattestingitthroughfalsificationhavehad
ampleopportunitytohomein.Althoughthisisthescenarioonegathersfromreadingmostgeneral
managementmethodologists,itisquitedated.Substantiallymoreaccurateisthedescription,given
byHarrisetal. (2013),ofa tumultuouscompetitionbetweenrepresentationalmodelsswimming
upstream toward theoretical acceptance. These authors describe three streams cascading toward
enrichmentandtimelyuse:somemodelsaremorecontextualizedtobecomemoredeeplyembedded
intospecificreal-worldaspects;othersaregraftedontonewercontextsandthusincreasetheirscope;
othersyetarebeingreformedintoadifferentslant.AsaptlyexpressedbyMcKinleyetal.(1999),
socialscienceismovingfromtestingitstheoriesretrospectivelytoexaminingtheminrealtime.The
pointisthatasthesocio-economiccontextvaries,knowledgekeepsonthemoveandtheoriesmust
remaininanadaptivemode.Hence,theorieswillbelastingandthusperfectible,onlytotheextent
thattheyareembeddedinanadaptiveframingprocess.

Thissyndromehasnotbeenlostonthejournaleditorswecitedearlier.Theirrequirementsdonot
stopattimelinessappraisalbutalsoencompassgaugingwhetherthetheoryislogicallyextendible.
Undera“sowhat?”rubric,Whetten(1989)askswhetherapathcouldbefoundforremedyingpast
deficiencies;andundera“whynow?”heading,heaskswhether the theorycanadvancecurrent
discussionsandstimulatenewones.Oneof thesixcriteriaofBartuneketal. (2006) iswhether
thetheoryisextendiblebackwardtosynthesizeprevioustheoriesorforwardtodevisenewones.
Bartuneketal.alsoreportresultsfromaBrazilianjournal’ssurveyofitseditorialboardmembers;
init,“stimulatingnewempiricalortheoreticalwork”isfoundtobetheprimaryreasonforratingan
articleasinteresting.Bettisetal.(2014)reflectthatnowadaysmuchofthegrowthofbusinessand
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socialactivitystemsfromnewmarketsandsources,andmayinvolvelaggedeffects;consequently,
theyrecommendbroadeningtraditionalresearchvenuesandincludingorganizationalandexperience
learning.Finally,writingfortheAoM Discoveriesjournal,Robinson(2019)naturallyencourages
studiesofnewcontextsoremergentphenomena–andpainstakinglylaysoutwaysforformerknowledge
tobeparlayedbyextensionintonewdiscoverywork.

Extendingtheoriesisbeneficialbecauseitprovidesfurthertheoreticaldevelopmentaswellas
broaderoutreachforextantresearch.Inadditiontothemergingandtransformationalwaysdescribed
byHarrisetal.,itcanbepursuedbecausetherearecoreandperipheral(subsidiary)assumptions
(Tsang,2006).Differencesinsecondaryassumptionsmayaccountfordifferencesamongthetarget
groupsthemselves,orjusttheframingofthem,andrelaxingsomeassumptionsmayprovideaseparate
framingonwhichtonarrateandbuild.Also,thepossibilityofapplyingsomeelementsofatheory
toadifferentlevelofanalysiscontributestoitsextendibility(Klein,Dansereau&Hall,1994);thus,
amicro-leveltheorymaybeextendibletothemacrolevel.Hence,weproposethatthethirdrequisite
attributeofarobustandlastingtheoryisabroadpotentialscopeofapplicationthroughadaptive
framing.Wedenotethisasthetheory’sextendibility.Thisgoalcanberemovedfromthedomainof
wishfulthinkingandbelegitimatelypursuedasdiscussedbelow.

what of the Need for Scientific Rigor?
Isthatinvigoratingquestforeverlargerreachandscopepotentiallyfraughtandmisleading?For
example, ithasbecomenoticeableamongStrategyscholars that therichlycomplex treatmentof
resource-basedtheorybyAmitandSchoemaker(1993)hasreachedlesservisibility,andpresumably
impact,thatitssketchierandstreamlinedearlierpresentationbyBarney(1991).Doesthismeanthat
thepriceofpracticabilityissimplicityandthepriceofextendibility,sketchiness?Wouldthemodel
builderbebetteroffavoidingmoreinsightfulandsophisticatedschemesinordertopromotepractitioner
applications?Andwoulds/hebebetteroffrushingoutahalf-bakedtheorydeliberatelytomakeroom
foramultiplicityofsubsequentdebatesandimprovements?Appropriatelydirectedmethodological
andempiricalresearchmightbeabletoestablish,oratleastsuggest,class-specificanswers.

Aproliferationofavenuesgroundedinsituationalspecificsmayappeargratifying;butwhat
oftheneedforrigor?Howtosalvagegeneralvaliditywhenmiredinvariedspecifics?Resignedto
thefactthat,contrarytohardscience,Popper-stylefalsifiabilityinmanagementresearchmaybe
unreachable,wesurmisetheaimofthemanagementtheorybuildermustberigoremanatingfrom
oneoftheconditionsnecessary(butnotsufficient)forfalsifiability,andwhichshouldbeunaffected
bythechallengestomeasurementandempiricalvalidityinthesocialsciences:logical adequacy
(Bacharach,1989).AsillustratedbytheexamplesofOR/MSformaltheorybuildingdescribedin
ourearliersections, theabsolute requisiteaswellasprincipal indicatorof logicalvalidity is the
(sometimesmathematicallyensured)consistencyamongallelementsof the theory,startingwith
clearlystatedassumptionsandaxioms.

Tobeafaircandidateforinsightfulpracticalapplicationsaswellaswell-reasonedandpurposeful
logicalextensions,aformaltheorymustfirsthavebeenlogicallyconceived–inotherwords,itmust
beaconsistentdeductivesystem.Withoutconsistency,inthemuddytrenchesofactualmanagement
theorizing,practicalapplicationsandconceptualextensionsofthetheorymayabound,yetnottruly
contributetoknowledgecreationandaccumulation.Witnessisthetimeittakesformeretruismsat
oneendofthecredibilityspectrum,andpatentlyabsurdfadsattheother,tolosepopularity.

Wouldaconstructiviststance(Mir&Watson,2000)offerbetterguaranteesoratleastprovide
substantialrelief?Asthetorrentofincompletetheorybuildingkeepsgushingforward,academic
journalspromotelearningbyencouragingcritiquesanddebatesamongscholars.Thememorable
RBV(Resource-BasedView)debatesbetweenBarney(2001)andarticlesbyPriem(2001),Makadok
(2001)aswellasPriemandButler(2001a;2001b)areacaseinpoint.Scholarlydebatesusually
focusonmattersofinternalinconsistencyaswellasthecompatibilitywithexternalcounter-factual
scenariotestsasdescribedbyDurandandVaara(2009).Henceconsistencyisanecessarycondition
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ofthe(effective)extendibilityoftheories,asitsetstheconditionsforatheory’sadaptivitytochanging
conditionsandnewknowledgecreationoverfuturetimeperiods.Intheidealcase,therefore,thetwo
notionsarelogicallypaired;so,wecouldalsocallthisthirdandlastcriterionextendibility /consistency.

CoNCLUSIoN

Walkingthroughtheconceptsoftheorydevelopmentandvalidation,wehaveindicateddifferences
amongthehardsciences,formaltheorizinginmanagementandcommontheorizinginmanagement.
Becauseofthespeedofchangeintoday’sbusinesslandscape,theparallelsandanalogiesusually
impliedamongthemareatbestlooseandmoreoftenmisguided.Animportantcaseinpointisthe
ritualisticfalseclaimofapplyingPopperianfalsifiabilitywhereitneitherpertainsnorcanbestrictly
appliedtothestudyofconstantlyfluidmanagementphenomena.

Sofar,oursisaminorityview,butbynomeansanisolatedone.Forexample,MillerandTsang
(2010)buildonacritical realistperspectivetoadvocateforamoveawayfromstrict“falsificationism”
instrategyresearchandtowardsamore“modest”perspectiveonverificationandfalsification.Also,
Shapira’s(2011)startswithadefinitionofsocialtheorythatincludesthetraditionalfalsifiability
requirement but ends by proposing “meaningfulness beyond statistical significance” based on
corroboration,eventhoughoneshouldbeclearthatcorroborationisnotproof.Inproposinganadaptive
framingprocess,wegofurtherthanMillerandTsang:ineffect,weareadoptingtheconstructivist
perspectiveofMirandWatson(2000)thatviewsresearchersascreativeactorsinrealtime,notmere
after-the-factobservers.

WethussuggestthatPopperianfalsifiabilitymustbedownplayedinmanagementtheoryinfavor
ofalessambitiousbutessentialconceptualizationofscientificrigorbasedonaxiomaticclarityand
deductiveconsistency.WebelieveourperspectivetosubsumeShapira’s(2011),asitguaranteesthat
the theorywillundergomorepurposefuladjustmentsandextensionsas itsadoptiongrows, thus
resultinginmoreeffectivecumulativelearning.

In addition to the ever-popular criterion of novelty /originality (DiMaggio, 1995), we have
arguedthatthevelocityofchangeintheworldrequiresmanagementtheoriststobeguidedinreal
timeratheronlythroughlaggedfeedbackloops.Thishasledustopointoutthemeritsoftwoother
criteriaasrequirementsformeaningfulandrelevanttheorybuildinginmanagement:practicability
andextendibility.Thesefeaturesarebeingproposedasapotentialforhealthiergrowthofthetheory
over a longer time period, hopefully generating a healthy cumulative literature. They create the
conditionsforthetheorytobeembracedbybothpractitionersandscholars,aswellasforittoremain
informativeandadaptivetochangingbusinessandsocialrealitiesinfuturetimeperiods.Wealso
proposethatthethreeabovecriteria(novelty,practicabilityandextendibility)arecomplementary
ofeachotherandcanthusbeconceptualizedasthethreepillarsofaunified,allthewhiletripartite,
adaptive framing process.

Nevertheless, some pitfalls remain. In particular, Dubin’s paradoxes have shifted into our
proposedframingbuthavenotdisappeared.Also,asitisthecaseforanyconceptualproposition,
ourcontributionwouldbenefitfromfurtherdevelopmentandempiricaltestingtooperationalizeits
concepts.Inthemeantime,itistobehopedthatacademicsocietieswillcontinuetooffervenuesfor
honestand,yes,animatedscholarlydebate.
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eNDNoTeS

1 Howtoproceed?Methodologicalphilosopherswarnagainstlosingtheholisticperspectivebysplintering
it intosub-issues.For instance,Kaplan (1964)urgeskeepingsightof theconceptual,contextualand
pragmaticaspects ineveryresearch inquiry,andTsang(2006)pointsout thecentralityofbehavioral
considerationstothefoundationalassumptions.Themethodologist,then,mustconceiverulestobridge
thegapbetweenmodelingspecificsituationsanddevisingbroader,generictheories.

2 Thispotentialoutreachfrommanagementsciencetobiologyshowsthatthemeldingoftheoreticaland
pragmaticsidesderivedfromEconomicsintoOR/MScanbeimportedintootherdomains–thusreflecting
theadage:“thereis(shouldbe?)nothingmorepracticalthanagoodtheory”(Lewin,1945).

3 Forexample,initiallytrustedmostlyduetotheirlogicalconsistency,OR/MSmethodsarenowaccepted
anddeemedverifiedbecauseoftheirplethoraofsuccessfulimplementations.

4 Nordeemphasizethedegreetowhichtheirmentalactivitiesareoftenintertwinedintheirdetails.
5 Therealityisevenmoreprosaictothepointofconfusion.Asalientinstanceoftheoreticaloverreachwas

exemplifiedbyKeysandMiller(1984)intheirclassicidentificationofthesuperiortraitsofJapanese
managementinthe20thcentury.Todrivethepointharder,theyapplytheterm“theories”todifferent 
explanationsoftheapparentsuperiorityoftheJapanesesystemofmanagement….

6 Ananecdotallysupportedparadoxicalviewhasattimesgainedcredence.Itsuggeststhateasilyunderstood
andeasytoapplysimplisticschemesoutperformmoreelaborateones.Thisblithestatement,however,
coversavarietyofseparatecases.Itcouldbethatthesimplistictheoryhappenstobegroundedinsome
veryspecificsituation–inwhichcaseitwouldnotfittoothers.Itcouldalsobethatitdeliversveryrough
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estimatesvalidforinitialinterventionstages–yetinadequatefordeeperprobing.Eitherway,asimplistic
theoryshouldbefirstcorrectedorimprovedbeforeanyattemptatextendingitisundertaken.

7 Minerdefinesvalidityastheextenttowhichatheoryhasbeensupportedbysubsequentfindings.He
definesusefulnessinpracticeastheex postextenttowhichatheoryhasgenerated“highlyviablepractical
applications”,asopposedtothepotentialofthetheorytogeneratethem.

8 Unsurprisingly, Miner finds psychology to be the best theoretical wellspring for management.
CoincidentallycontributingtoMiner’spriorworkbeingdeemedscientificallyvalidisaconditionthat
facilitatesformaltheorybuilding:asinphysicsandunusuallyamongthedomainsofmanagementinquiry,
therealmofmotivationalstudieshastraditionallyinvolvedfarfewervariablesthanthetypicalmanagement
studythatmayalsocontendwithresourceavailability,competitiveforces,regulatoryandcorporatesocial
responsibilityissues.

9 Thisvisualizationoffuturepracticalityisbynomeansaforegoneconclusion.Thetorrentofchanging
fashions,emergingschemesandcongealingtheorieshasbecomesorapidthatvalidationasinthehard
sciences(predictionleadingtofalsifiability)hasbecomeuntenable,andhastobereplacedbyamore
practicablelearning-basedprocess.
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