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1 
Introduction 

1.1 Background and major themes 

This book was planned and written to fill what was felt to be a distinct gap 
in the literature on management research. This recognition came about as a 
result of the authors' long term experience tutoring undergraduate and post-
graduate students completing projects and dissertations for their studies in 
management. In understanding how to get the best out of this book, it is felt to 
be helpful to trace this background to the development of the book and in par-
ticular to highlight and explain the major themes in the book, and how these 
serve to differentiate this text from others in the areas of management research 
and consultancy. 

On most undergraduate and postgraduate courses in management, students 
studying in this area are usually in the final stages of their studies, and are 
required to research in depth a selected area of management in order to com-
plete a project or dissertation as part of their assessment and award. Although 
the precise nature and requirements of this research obviously differ between 
for example individual students, the course requirements, the purpose and 
level of the research, and so on, on many management programs students are 
increasingly being encouraged, and in some cases required, to complete their 
research and produce their projects and dissertations based on managerial 
issues or problems in a real life organization. 

In the case of students studying part-time, or perhaps through distance 
learning, the organization on which the research /project is based is often 
the organization in which the student is working. Perhaps understandably 
where this is the case, both students and their organizations often welcome 
this approach as there are clearly advantages to both the student and the 
organization. 

In the case of full-time students, although not usually employees of a par-
ticular organization, here too students are being increasingly encouraged to 
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develop their managerial skills by conducting their final year projects or dis-
sertation for a real life organization. In this case, students might be allocated 
to selected companies who agreed to provide management problems for stu-
dents to look at. 

As already mentioned, for both full-time and part-time students an increas-
ing trend is for students to complete their project or dissertation work based 
on a real life management issue in an organization. 

One of the main advantages of this approach is that at the same time satisfying 
the academic requirements in most undergraduate and postgraduate programs 
to complete an extended in depth project or dissertation based on research, in 
addition it help students to develop their skills and expertise as managers. After 
all, the knowledge developed on most management courses, it can be argued, 
only becomes useful when it is applied to the real world of organizations and 
real life management issues and problems. In order to facilitate this move 
toward learning through organization based management, research students are 
in need of skills and knowledge in several key related areas. 

Management consultancy skills 
First, students need skills and knowledge in how to plan and conduct what 
is effectively a management consultancy exercise. They need to understand 
the complete consultancy process, beginning with how to initiate a manage-
ment consultancy project with a client, through how to conduct a project, and 
how to implement the completed project, and on to follow up and withdrawal 
from the project. 

Management research skills 
Secondly, students need skills and knowledge in how to plan and conduct 
research in management. In particular, they need to understand the main 
approaches to conducting research in this area and, for example, techniques 
of data collection and analysis. In particular, they need to be able to develop 
research projects which are more complex and simply fact finding. 

Self-development skills 
Thirdly, as perhaps a subsidiary, but nevertheless still important need, stu-
dents also need to understand and appreciate how the application of manage-
ment research principles and techniques through a management consultancy 
exercise contributes to their development as managers. 

These areas, how they relate to the structure and use of this book, and why 
it was felt necessary to write a new text are outlined below: 

• Management consultancy: Where students and/or managers are going to 
work on real life management problems with organizations for their 
projects and dissertations, they are, as already mentioned, effectively work-
ing in a consultancy capacity. 



Introduction 	3 

Surprisingly, however, most undergraduate or even postgraduate courses 
in management spend very little time on developing the skills and tech-
niques of management consultancy. Admittedly, students are taught skills 
in, say, marketing research, financial or human resource management, and 
so on, which can later be used if working in a consultancy capacity, but in 
the context of many management courses much of what is taught is often 
conceptual in nature with applications being confined to, for example, case 
study activities. If students are going to be asked to act as management 
consultants for companies as part of their studies, then it is necessary to 
address the development of the skills and expertise required for this activ-
ity. In fact, there are very few texts available in this area, especially when 
the consultancy is to be linked to the completion of a project or dissertation 
as part of a course of studies in management. Generally, the texts available 
on management consultancy, excellent though many of them are, focus on 
the practicing management consultant rather than the undergraduate or 
postgraduate student conducting this work to produce a research project 
or dissertation. It was felt, therefore, that there was a need for a text which 
specifically addressed the issues in, and approaches to, using a consultancy 
based approach to the process of studying and researching in management, 
and at the same time fulfilling appropriate academic criteria. Consultancy 
then became the first major theme of this text. 

• Management research: Unlike the management consultancy area, there are lit-
erally dozens of excellent texts designed to introduce students to the con-
cepts and techniques of research in management. Even in the more specific 
context of researching for an undergraduate or postgraduate dissertation 
or project on management, again there is no shortage of excellent texts on, 
for example, how to conduct a research project, qualitative and quantita-
tive methods of research, and approaches to completing student research 
projects and dissertations. However, many of these texts on management 
research are often very conceptual in nature and are rarely structured 
around a consultancy based approach. The uses and application of the main 
techniques of management research to real life management issues and 
problems centered on a consultancy-type project then became the second 
theme of the text. 

• Self-development: It is increasingly recognized that, having completed their 
courses and studies, managers in today's environment will nevertheless 
need to constantly develop and refine their skills during their careers in 
management. A major advantage of conducting a research project through 
a consultancy-type approach in an organization is that it can be a major 
vehicle, not only for developing the sorts of management and executive 
skills needed for today's manager, but in addition can serve to promote self-
development through action learning which in turn leads to an understand-
ing of the nature and processes of continued professional development 
throughout a manager's life in organizations. This idea of self-development, 
then, is one that runs throughout this text and is, therefore, the third key 
theme of the text. 
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• 1.2 Using this book 

The aim of this book is to help you become competent in the process of man-
agement and consultancy research activities. In achieving this aim the text 
encompasses the skills and procedures of consultancy research. These encom-
pass the steps in the consultancy process ranging from initiating, planning, 
and designing consultancy research projects to the methods and skills of data 
collection and analysis. The key processes of implementing and actioning con-
sultancy research findings in client organizations are also covered. 

It is envisaged that most readers, using this text, will be completing a 
project or dissertation as part of their studies through the practical applica-
tion of a management consultancy project in a selected organization. The text, 
therefore, also aims to help develop your management competence and exper-
tise through becoming an active part of the organizational world, thereby 
acquiring transferable skills needed for personal and professional develop-
ment throughout your life as a manager. 

In Chapter 2, you will be introduced to the importance of managing your 
development and learning as a manager and in particular the importance of 
self-development and learning through the completion of a consultancy type 
project in an organization. Development and learning in this way, as we shall 
see, is often referred to as 'action learning.' In order to get maximum bene-
fit from the use of the book, it is important to familiarize yourself with the 
action learning process and principles outlined in this chapter. In addition, 
in this chapter, you will also be introduced to the steps in planning a self-
development program to assess your own personal needs for development 
as a manager. Because of this Chapter 2 differs slightly in approach to the 
subsequent chapters in the book. You will be required to consider your own 
development needs as a manager, perhaps working together with a mentor 
or possibly your project/ research supervisor. This in turn will require you to 
consider the key managerial skill areas and your strengths and weaknesses in 
each of these. You will then be asked to set personal objectives for your self-
development as a manager. Finally, having considered your own personal 
development objectives you are asked to consider the selection and design of 
a consultancy-type research project which will help toward the achievement 
of your identified management self-development objectives. 

You may be tempted to omit this part of the chapter on self-development 
and instead move on to the design of a consultancy based project and the 
techniques of management research. However, it is useful to remember that 
one of the key themes in the book is using management research and consul-
tancy to develop the sort of management and executive skills needed to sur-
vive in today's and tomorrow's complex and ever changing business world. 
The ideas and frameworks developed in this chapter, therefore, are relevant 
to all the stages of the consultancy research process from the perspective of 
self-development, and therefore it may be useful to return to this chapter from 
time to time as you work through the research process. 
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In Chapter 3, you are introduced to research in management. The chap-
ter compares and contrasts the different theoretical stances to the practice of 
research; the overall management research process; the different approaches 
to conducting management research; and the relationship between manage-
ment research, management development, and management consultancy. You 
should use this chapter to familiarize yourself with the main traditions and 
approaches to conducting research. In some ways, this is the most conceptual 
chapter in the book, but it is vital to developing your understanding of the 
main research approaches in management and how they relate to research 
through consultancy. 

Chapters 4 and 5 together explain the nature and process of management 
consultancy and research encompassing the nature, purposes, and issues of 
this process and the key steps involved. Obviously, when you come to initi-
ate and plan your consultancy project these two chapters are vital to these 
processes. 

Chapters 5-12 together encompass the main methods of data collection and 
analysis in management research. Obviously, the choice of the method(s) of 
data collection and subsequent analysis are key to any research and this will 
be explored at length in these chapters. Which of these chapters will prove to 
be most useful and relevant to your particular research will of course depend 
on the choice you make of appropriate data collection methods. This choice 
requires you to be familiar with the alternative approaches to data collection 
and analysis and therefore these chapters not only provide this familiariza-
tion but also help in selecting and applying the research techniques which are 
most appropriate for any given consultancy research project. For readers who 
are conducting more traditional non-consultancy-type management research 
projects, these chapters can be used as stand-alone chapters covering the main 
methods of data collection and analysis. 

In the final chapter of the text, Chapter 13, we look at the process of moving 
from data analysis to using this analysis to make recommendations and deci-
sions about courses of action. Because the approach taken throughout the text 
centers on conducting management and consultancy research, this chapter 
introduces the key considerations regarding consultancy proposals to clients 
and how, at the end of a consultancy project, the consultant can disengage 
from the client system and leave the internal managers in the organization to 
continue managing on their own. Again, readers who are not adopting a con-
sultancy based approach may be tempted to omit this chapter. However, as 
the logical conclusion to most management research processes is the determi-
nation of recommended courses of action and as this aspect of a management 
research project is included in this chapter, most of you will find this final part 
of the book essential reading. 

On completion of the book you will be able to: 

• engage in management consultancy and research, using a range of appro-
priate tools and techniques of management research; 
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• manage a strategic project from its conception to the presentation of an 
executive report; 

• monitor your own development as a manager during the execution of con-
sultancy-type project work. 

19 	er structure/studying each chapter 

With the exception of Chapter 1, which for reasons that are explained in the 
chapter itself differs slightly from the other chapters, the remaining chapters 
have a number of common structural elements designed to help you get the 
maximum benefit out of reading and studying the chapter. The main struc-
tural elements include the following. 

Learning outcomes 

Each chapter includes a set of learning outcomes designed to highlight what 
skills and knowledge the chapter is designed to cover and which, on comple-
tion of the chapter, you should have learned. 

Activities/activity debriefs 
Many of the chapters will, at the appropriate juncture, ask you to under-
take some sort of activity. These take a number of forms, but essentially are 
designed to reinforce the learning process by asking you to for example apply 
key concept, provide answers to questions, reflect on key learning points, and 
so on. Obviously, it is up to you to decide whether or not to complete these 
activities - and indeed how much time and effort you want to devote to them. 
However, you will find that completing these activities will provide valuable 
insights and serve to help you understand key concepts and techniques, and 
you are therefore advised to complete the activities. At the end of the book 
you will find a set of activity debriefs which explain the activities and, where 
appropriate, provide solutions. Again, how you use the activity debriefs is up 
to you, but ideally you should try to complete an activity before consulting 
the corresponding debrief. 

References/glossary 
Although the book is designed to be self-contained, as you would expect, 
you are encouraged to read as widely as possible. To this effect, each chapter 
contains specific references to help you explore and expand your knowledge 
in key areas. In addition, key words and terms introduced in the chapter are 
explained in a glossary section at the end of each chapter. 
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M.1-4 The research/consultancy project  

Remember that a key distinguishing feature of this book is that the content 
and structure are based around, and are primarily intended to be applied 
to, a management consultancy-type project that users of the book will select 
and work on. For many, this project will also underpin the completion of a 
project report or dissertation as part of a program of studies. Obviously then, 
the nature and organization of the consultancy project will have a major effect 
on how this book is used. In particular, major factors influencing the use of 
the book will include, for example, the choice of consultancy /research topic, 
the type of consultancy client, the nature of the relationship between consult-
ant and client, and so on. In addition, where the research is part of a program 
of studies leading to an award of some kind, then the use of the book will 
also vary according to, for example, the precise nature and role of the research 
project, the level of the award, the time scale, arrangements for supervision, 
whether the project is individual or group work, reporting procedures, mark-
ing criteria, and so on. 

Clearly, with so many factors influencing precisely on how the book will 
be best used, it is impossible to prescribe how you should work through and 
use the various chapters. No doubt, where appropriate, you will be discussing 
details such as project selection and approval, client selection, precise objec-
tives, methods of working, research framework, timetables, and so with a 
project/ research supervisor. As an overall guide, however, the book links to 
the completion of a research project or dissertation together with a planned 
program of professional self-development as follows: 

• initiating, planning, and agreeing the consultancy project, including initial 
discussions with a project/ dissertation supervisor; 

• design and agreement of research proposal; 
• conducting the consultancy project/ feedback from supervisor; 
• completing the consultancy report; 
• planning an ongoing process of monitoring professional self-development. 

Related to the above, if you are using this book in order to complete an 
actual research project then clearly you will have to manage your activities 
including the time allocated to these. 

Suggested below is how many hours will be required to complete each 
chapter in the book. The remaining time will be taken up by the other activi-
ties already mentioned, and together will account for the great majority 
of the time required to complete a research project. Obviously, allocations 
and requirements regarding planning the study time should be discussed 
individually with a project supervisor and any client organization according 
to circumstances. 



8 Research Methods 

Chapter 2 Managing Your Development as a Manager 	 3 hours 
The importance of and approaches to manager and executive 
development. Identifying and planning self-development needs 

Chapter 3 Introduction to Research in Management 	 3 hours 
The nature, scope, and purpose of management research 

Chapter 4 Management Consultancy and Research 	 3 hours 
The nature, purposes, and issues of consultancy research 

Chapter 5 The Consultancy Research Process 	 3 hours 
Key issues and steps in initiating, planning, designing, and conducting 
a management consultancy project 

Chapter 6 Overview of Data Collection: Approaches, Methods, and 	3 hours 
Techniques 
The range of data collection methods 

Chapter 7 Data Collection: Secondary Data 	 3 hours 
Meanings, sources, and uses of secondary data 

Chapter 8 Data Collection: Observational Research 	 3 hours 
Techniques, uses, and limitations 

Chapter 9 Data Collection: Experimental, Quasi-experimental, and 	3 hours 
Action Research 
Techniques, uses, and limitations 

Chapter 10 Data Collection: Asking Questions 	 3 hours 
Techniques, uses, and limitations 

Chapter 11 Analyzing Data: Nature and Purpose 	 3 hours 
Techniques and approaches 

Chapter 12 Analyzing Qualitative Data 	 3 hours 
Techniques and interpretations 

Chapter 13 Actioning Research 	 3 hours 
Creating action from research findings: diagnosis, recommendations, 
decision making completing, and terminating consultancy projects 

1J5 
Concluding comments 

In this introductory chapter, we have explained the background to the design 
of the book. In doing so, we have also highlighted the major themes which run 
throughout. The overall aim of the book is to help you become competent in 
the process of management and consultancy research activities. We have out-
lined the nature and content of each chapter, and the role each chapter plays 
in the development of your competencies in research and consultancy, and 
we have given some suggestions as to how many hours will be required to 
complete each chapter in the book, including the activities which are an essen-
tial part of each chapter. 

Finally, we have added an opinion, based on our own experiences, by way of 
an acknowledgment regarding the difficulties and frustrations of conducting 
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consultancy-type based research, and now proffer some suggestions as to how 
to minimize these. 

After many years of experience in this type of research, we must warn 
you that the path of such research hardly ever runs smoothly and is fraught 
with pitfalls for the inexperienced or unwary. There is no doubt that you will 
make mistakes. You will certainly experience unexpected problems and road-
blocks. Who knows, but along the way you may even make some enemies. All 
research is potentially complex and, at times, frustrating. The only solution to 
these problems is good research design, a systematic and planned approach, 
and finally perseverance and patience. Remember that applied /consultancy 
research in particular, largely because of the challenges it poses, is one of 
the most satisfying and rewarding ways of learning about management and 
organizations. You are assured that with perseverance and patience no other 
element of your learning and studies will potentially contribute more to your 
self-development as a manager and possibly senior executive of the future 
than the activities and skills which are encompassed here. In the next chapter, 
then, you are introduced to the process of managing your development as a 
manager and the role which a consultancy type research project plays in this. 



2 
Managing Your 

Development as a 
Manager 

Learning outcomes 

After completing this chapter you will be able to: 

• understand the importance of, and approaches to, management 
development; 

• understand the different models of management development including 
self-development, action learning, and collaboration with others; 

• understand the process and practices involved in successful self-
professional development; 

• understand how to contribute to your own self-development as a manager 
using consultancy-type research projects. 

Introduction 

As you are aware, one of the key distinguishing themes of this book is that 
of helping develop your competence and expertise as a manager undertak-
ing or using consultancy-type research. Although the bulk of the book centers 
on actually planning, conducting, and reporting upon a consultancy project, 
and although 12 of the 13 chapters in this book focus on how to complete 
these activities, again, it is important to stress that consultancy-type projects 
and research are amongst the most useful vehicles for helping to acquire and 
develop transferable skills needed for personal and professional development 
throughout a management/ executive career. In this chapter, therefore, we 
will introduce the process of trying to ensure the development of a manager/ 
executive focusing primarily on how this can be achieved through a process 
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of self-development. In doing so, we shall also relate this process of self-
development to the consultancy research process. As already mentioned, 
this chapter uses a somewhat different approach and style to the remain-
ing chapters in the book. In this chapter we shall be taking you through how 
consultancy-type research projects can contribute to the development of the 
manager/ executive, including how to establish goals for self-development, 
determining how consultancy-type research activities can help achieve these 
goals, and the importance of constant evaluation in the process of manage-
ment self-development. At the same time, and through this process, we are 
seeking to establish an awareness and receptiveness to the importance of con-
tinuing self-development throughout the manager's life. 

It is important to note that the concepts and techniques referred to in this 
chapter are relevant to the whole of the research and consultancy process with 
regard to using this process as a vehicle for developing the manager/execu-
tive. The ideas and frameworks in this chapter then can be used throughout 
the different stages of conducting a management research and/or consultancy 
project: from the initial selection of the project, through the research design, 
data collection and analysis stages, and finally through to the stage of evaluat-
ing how the project has contributed to your own professional development. 
You will therefore probably, from time to time, need to return to this chapter 
throughout the consultancy research process. 

2.1 The importance of continued professional 
development for the manager 

It is tempting to believe that once a professional has been trained as evidenced 
perhaps through completing successfully a course of study, passing the req-
uisite examinations and assessments, and receiving a qualification of some 
kind, that there is no need for any further training and development. Rather 
the professional can now get on with simply practicing and applying his/her 
skills and knowledge. However, such a belief is misplaced. All of us, includ-
ing and perhaps in some ways in particular the professional manager, need to 
continue to develop our skills and knowledge throughout our lives (Harrison 
2002; Marchington and Wilkinson 2002). Even if we accepted the idea that the 
newly qualified MBA graduate, for example, was honed to a point of perfec-
tion with regard to up to date and comprehensive managerial knowledge 
and skills - again perhaps itself a misplaced idea - in today's rapidly chang-
ing environment it would not be long before at least some of this knowledge 
and skills became outdated and needed to be refreshed with more up to date 
understanding. Quite simply, organizations change, ideas and knowledge 
change, and the circumstances change. Over the course of a manager's work-
ing life there is no doubt that change will not only be inevitable but may often 
involve seismic changes in ideas and thinking. Quite simply, then, it is cru-
cial that the effective manager adopts the attitude of an understanding and 
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acceptance of the need for continuous professional development over her/his 
working life. Even if change were not the order of the day, however, part of 
the professional development of the manager is the continuous honing and 
refinement of existing skills and knowledge to deal with practical manage-
ment problems and issues. Again, the manager needs to develop these skills 
and knowledge on a continuous basis. Managers who are unwilling or unable 
to accept this need for continuing professional development are likely to 
quickly find that their skills and knowledge are outmoded and irrelevant to 
the real world of organizations. In addition, managers who resist change in 
this respect are unlikely to progress through the management hierarchy to the 
highest levels of executive activities. If we accept the importance, and need 
for, continuing professional development with regard to the manager, it raises 
the issue of how such development is to be achieved. 

2.2 Approaches to professional development: 
self-development  

Once we accept the need for continued professional development for the 
manager, then we have to consider how such development can be achieved. 
There are a number of ways in which this can be accomplished including, for 
example: 

• external training courses/study courses; 
• internal training; 
• learning on the job/action learning. 

These alternatives for the continuous professional development of mana-
gers are not of course mutually exclusive. All three approaches may play a 
part in the development process. In addition, development may be facilitated 
in a number of ways and using a number of alternative methods and 
approaches including, for example: 

• 'tutoring' by a tutor or trainer; 
• learning from others in the organization; 
• 'shadowing' in another organization; 
• self-development activities. 

Again, these alternative methods and approaches are not mutually exclu-
sive. However, it is recognized that perhaps the most effective approach to 
professional development, particularly where this is to encompass the whole 
working career of an individual, is that of self-development (Stewart 1995; 
Morgan 2002). 

Self-development moves the emphasis away from someone else being 
responsible for training, teaching, and developing us, to an acceptance of 
the value and effectiveness of pursuing these activities for oneself. Using 
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self-development to facilitate the development of the manager has the fol-
lowing advantages compared, for example, to development that is externally 
planned and/or imposed. 

• Self-development is likely to result in new skills and knowledge being inter-
nalized and accepted by the manager. 

• Self-development is more likely to reflect the needs of the individual 
manager. 

• Self-development facilitates continuous development of the manager 
throughout the manager's working life. 

• Self-development represents one of the most challenging but rewarding 
activities for the individual. 

This does not mean to say that other development activities for the man-
ager are always ineffective or less useful; indeed, there is a real need to 
integrate other management development and training programs with self-
development ones. However, we can see that self-development not only has 
many advantages over other approaches to developing the manager, but is 
essential in a rapidly changing environment where a management career may 
span 30 years or more. What we are saying is that each of us, as individual man-
agers, must take responsibility for our learning and development. However, 
what then, are some of the ways or paths to self-development for managers in 
organizations? Pedler et al. (2001) suggest that the following are some of the 
most commonly found routes to self-development within organizations: 

• mentoring; 
• coaching /counseling; 
• appraisal; 
• internal rotation, attachment, and placement; 
• external attachments and placements; 
• reading; 
• joining special projects; 
• committee membership; 
• discussion groups, working parties, meetings of professional bodies and 

institutes; 
• learning from one's own job and experience; 
• special activities. 
(Source: Pedler et al. (2001)) 

Each of these approaches to self-development has its own advantages and 
uses according to the circumstances and needs of the individual manager, 
and once again, several of these approaches may be - and probably will be - 
used in combination as part of a self-development program. In this book of 
course, we have selected the vehicle of a 'real life' management consultancy 
research project for the self-development process. In case you are wondering 
how this relates to the alternative routes to self-development shown above, 
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the consultancy research project in fact incorporates several of these includ-
ing, for example, learning from one's own job and experience, joining special 
projects, special activities, discussion groups, and reading. As we have already 
said, several of the paths to self-development that have been referred to can be 
combined in using a consultancy based research project for self-development. 
A particularly good reason for using an organizational based consultancy 
project for self-development and continued learning is the fact that it affords 
the opportunity to benefit from the so-called action learning process and prin-
ciples. It is useful therefore, at this stage, to introduce you to these principles. 

2.3 Action learning: process and principles 

All modern learning theories, and the strategies for development developed 
from those theories, are founded in the student centered learning paradigm 
initiated by Rogers (1951, p.  389) who states that 'We cannot teach another 
person directly: we can only facilitate his learning.' Rogers (1961, p.  286) also 
considers that learning takes place best in the context of a relevant situation 
and occurs most readily within the context of problem solving. He states that 
'Significant learning occurs more readily in relation to situations perceived as 
problems.' This has been developed by Thorpe (1992) who states that active 
learning embraces the view that effective learning occurs when students 
actively engage in the subject matter concerned. 

The concept of action learning was first promulgated by Lewin (1952) in the 
United States and later by Revans (1971) in the United Kingdom. In essence, 
the concept of action learning is simple. As the name implies, action learn-
ing is learning by doing things (actions) in real life situations (Kemmis and 
Grundy 1981; Burns 2000). In some respects, the idea of action learning is a 
reaction to learning based on teaching by an expert, particularly where such 
teaching takes place in a classroom. Revans suggested that the most effective 
way of learning and discovery was by undertaking activities in real life situ-
ations, whereby the individual could learn by reflecting on the effectiveness 
of actions taken. The key to action learning is to work on real problems, then, 
observing the effects of one's actions and, through a process of feedback and 
reflection, to learn from every action undertaken. 

There is no doubt that action learning offers a particularly useful way of 
thinking about learning for the professional manager. After all, manage-
ment takes place in the real world of organizations, and let us face it, manag-
ers and executives are actually paid for taking action. In the context of this 
book, however, the most important aspect of action learning is the notion that 
an individual's work and activities undertaken in completing this work as a 
manager is perhaps the most valuable learning experience possible. This does 
not mean to say that classroom learning and theories, etc. are not useful or 
important. Often, they provide a framework for understanding and interpret-
ing one's actions and learning from these actions in organizations. Using a 
real life consultancy project as the vehicle for learning and self-development a 
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manager explicitly recognizes the value of the action learning approach. Indeed, 
in Chapter 8 we discuss in some detail the methodology and ideas of action 
research as a method of data collection. We shall see that action research - 
which in turn leads to action learning - is an approach to research involving 
practical hands-on field research in an organization where the researcher has 
the objective of solving practical problems in an organization with a view to 
solving real world problems. Although action research is a research methodol-
ogy then, it is based on the principles of action learning, that is, learning by 
doing. In this way the manager learns for him/herself and therefore is very 
much in line with the philosophy and aims of this book. Action learning and 
action research are aimed therefore at helping us develop as better managers 
through implementing and evaluating action programs in organizations. The 
value of action learning in the self-development process for managers and 
executives is the main reason we have emphasized the completion of a consul-
tancy research project, as well as a more traditional academic style project or 
dissertation as the vehicle for learning and self-development in this book. 

Working with and learning from others 

Although the main thrust of action learning is learning by working on real life 
problems in an organization, another key supporting feature of the concept of 
action learning is the notion of learning from others. Action learning, there-
fore, is often done by joining a small group that meets periodically, and where 
members of the group discuss the problems they are working on with others. 
These small groups are usually referred to as a 'set.' Part of the action learning 
approach to self-development is the assigning of individuals to small groups 
normally under the supervision of a facilitator (sometimes referred to as a set 
adviser). As already mentioned, this group should typically meet periodically 
and members will usually take turns to describe the problems - or the consul-
tancy projects - they are working on, analyze their understandings of these 
problems with others, consider ideas from other members, decide actions to 
be taken on the problem, and then report back to discuss and learn from the 
outcomes of previous actions taken. Helping, and learning from, others is an 
important part of both action research and self-development. 

Because of the value of learning from sets in action learning, you may well 
find that you are using these throughout your research project The organi-
zation and operation of any such set is beyond the scope of this book, but 
will no doubt, where appropriate, be organized by the research supervisor/ 
tutor. Where sets are being used, you will probably be given more detailed 
information on how the sets will operate including the allocation and role 
of the facilitator at the outset of the module by the supervisor/ tutor. A vari-
ety of methods can be used to facilitate the operation of sets in action learn-
ing according to circumstances. Ideally, sets work best as a vehicle for action 
learning where members of the set, together with the facilitator can meet face-
to-face. However, as you will appreciate, this may not always be possible, so 
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alternative methods of operating sets, and for collaborating with other course 
members on project management and problem solving can be arranged at the 
start of the program. 

• 2.5 Planning a self-development program 

A self-development program should be just that, that is, it should be planned 
for each individual according to his/her requirements, and be centered on 
those development activities carried out by that individual. Or to put it 
another way, each manager will need a different self-development program - 
a personal program - encompassing different objectives, activities, evaluation 
mechanisms, and so on. Remember, the choice of a consultancy based research 
project approach that has been highlighted in this book, is intended not only 
as a mechanism for completing a research project and/or a dissertation, but at 
the same time to provide, for reasons we have already seen, a powerful vehi-
cle for self-development. In order to gain the maximum development value 
out of a consultancy based research project, however, it is necessary for each 
individual to plan his/her own program for self-development as a manager/ 
executive, and in this case how the consultancy research project is to link in 
with, and support, this program. Although an individual can be helped in 
planning their program by others including, for example, tutors, trainers, or 
in the case of action learning, other members of the set, each individual has to 
take the responsibility for their self-development programs and activities and 
each will be unique to that individual (Gibb 2002). We have therefore listed 
some guidelines for planning the self-development process that are useful 
in planning a program for continued professional development, and how a 
consultancy-type research project might fit into this. Some of the key steps in 
planning a program of self-development are as follows. 

Taking stock: identifying individual personal 
development needs 

The first step in planning a self-development program is for the manager 
to identify his/her own personal needs for development as a manager. One 
way of thinking about these is for the individual to assess their own personal 
strengths and weaknesses as a professional manager. In turn though, this 
begs the question of strengths and weaknesses - in what respect and in what 
areas? This question can perhaps best be addressed by considering what con-
stitutes an effective manager/ executive, or if you like, what are the skills and 
attributes required to be an effective manager/ executive? Consideration of 
these skills and attributes can then be used to assess strengths and weaknesses 
in these areas. 

It has long been recognized that the four key functions of the manager 
encompass planning, organizing, leading, and controlling. To be effective as a man-
ager/executive an individual has to be strong in each of these four functions. 

S 	 .. 	.• ... 
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A manager, therefore, could assess his/her strengths and weaknesses with 
regard to these four key functions. However, simply listing these four functions 
does not give much idea as to precise skills required of the manager. Mintzberg 
(1980) was one of the first to begin to provide such detail with regard to mana-
gerial activities. He identified three key general roles for the manager, that in 
turn, were associated with a number of key activities which managers actually 
perform during their work. Mintzberg's roles can be used to give us clues about 
the kinds of skills that the manager is likely to need to carry out his/her work 
effectively. It therefore potentially provides a framework for an individual to 
assess their strengths and weaknesses with regard to these skills. Mintzberg's 
three key roles were interpersonal roles, informational roles, and decisional roles. In 
turn, each of these roles, as already mentioned, is underpinned by a series of 
activities and in turn skills required of the manager. These are shown below. 

Interpersonal role: This role essentially involves developing and maintaining 
positive relationships with significant others in the organization. The activi-
ties that underpin this role include acting as a figurehead, leadership roles and 
liaison roles. 

Informational role: This role pertains to receiving and transmitting informa-
tion to others inside and outside of the organization. Activities that underpin 
this role include acting as a monitor, disseminating information, and acting as 
a spokesperson. 

Decisional role: This role, as you would expect, involves making key deci-
sions that affect the organization. Activities that underpin this role include 
acting as an entrepreneur, taking corrective actions to handle disturbances, 
allocating resources, and negotiating. 
(Source: Adapted from H. Mintzberg (1980)) 

Mintzberg's roles and activities can be used to take stock of the individ-
ual managers' strengths and weaknesses with regard to these key roles and 
activities. 

Another approach to taking stock of our strengths and weaknesses as a 
manager with regard to planning a self-development program is to identify 
the key management skills and then assess strengths and weaknesses with 
respect to these. Bartol and Martin (1998) identify the following three areas of 
key management skills namely: 

• Technical skills: These are skills with reference to and understanding of, 
and a proficiency in, a specialized field. For example, the manager may 
have technical skills in accounting, finance, engineering, manufacturing, 
and so on. 

• Human skills: These are skills associated with a manager's jJity to work 
well with others both within a group and as a leader who gets things done 
through others. Key skills in this area would include the ability to motivate 
others and skills of leadership and communication. 

• Conceptual skills: These are skills related to the manager's ability to con-
sider the organization as a whole and how the organization fits into the 
wider context of the industry, community, and world. Conceptual skills are 
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particularly important at the higher levels of management and therefore are 
particularly relevant to this. module as they are essential in areas such as 
corporate and strategic planning. 

(Source: Adapted from Bartol and Martin (1998, p.  15)) 

These ideas and frameworks about the nature of effective management 
and the roles, activities, and skills required provide a basis for taking stock 
of individual strengths and weaknesses and thereby enabling objectives and 
programs for self-development to be identified. This approach to planning 
self-development programs is comprehensively developed by Pedler et al. 
(op cit). They have identified in some detail the attributes and skills required 
of successful managers that in turn can be used to take stock of strengths 
and weaknesses with regard to these attributes and skills. Some of these key 
attributes and skills include the following: 

• technical knowledge and skills; 
• sensitivity and awareness (of factors affecting the organization); 
• problem solving and decision/judgment making skills; 
• social skills and abilities; 
• emotional resilience; 
• proactivity/purposefulness; 
• creativity; 
• mental agility; 
• learning skills. 
(Source: Pedler et al. (2001)) 

These schemas can be used to devise a personal development program. It is 
of course unwise and unhelpful to be prescriptive about the precise areas and 
skills which should be included in a personal strengths and weaknesses assess-
ment, as by definition each individual is different, may have different aims 
and objectives, be faced with different circumstances, and so on. So long as we 
remember this, either individually or together with the help of others, we can 
use these ideas about what constitutes effective management and the key roles, 
activities, and skills required of the effective manager to take stock of our indi-
vidual professional development need. Having done this, we can then move on 
to the next step in planning a self-development program, namely setting per-
sonal objectives. 

Setting personal objectives 

Once the individual has identified managerial strengths and weaknesses, 
and hence her/his own personal needs and requirements as a manager with 
regard to self-development he/she can then move toward the setting of spe-
cific objectives for the self-development program. As with all objectives, objec-
tives for self-development should be 'SMART' that is specific, measurable, 
actionable, realistic, and timed. Objectives may relate to one, or several, of the 



Managing Your Development as a Manager 19 

key areas of activity and skills required to operate as an effective manager and 
any identified weaknesses in these. 

In the context of management consultancy research it should be possible 
to identify how, and in what areas, a research project will contribute to the 
achievement of self-development objectives. Indeed, in some cases this contri-
bution may be an important consideration in the selection of the consultancy 
project itself. In some academic programs, and especially where the project or 
dissertation research is recognized as being a key vehicle for developing man-
agement skills, these self-development objectives may be part of the research 
submission to be discussed and agreed between researcher and supervisor at 
the planning stage of the research. 

Determining actions, and activities to achieve objectives 

The next step in planning the personal development process is to determine 
how identified objectives for self-development are to be achieved. The routes 
to self-development identified earlier in the chapter including, for example, 
mentoring, coaching/ counseling, reading, discussion groups, and so on, illus-
trate the wide range of alternatives. Again, in the context of this book the 
emphasis is on identifying how the actions and activities of both academic 
management research and management consultancy research including 
the design and implementation of the project itself, will contribute to self-
development with regard to the identified objectives. 

As part of a self-development program the management research proc-
ess should ideally involve the individual in actions and activities which will 
facilitate the achievement of the previously identified objectives for self-
development as a manager. These activities, and how and why they contribute 
to the identified objectives for self-development, might be part of the research 
proposal to be agreed with a supervisor. If so, the proposal should also contain 
details of measures and mechanisms for monitoring and evaluating the self-
development program. 

Monitoring and evaluating self-development 

Self-development requires mechanisms for being able to monitor and evaluate 
the self-development activities undertaken. Where a management consultancy 
project is part of the self-development program there are a number of ways in 
which this can be achieved including the following: 

• Discussions with others to evaluate and assess self-development activities for 
example with research supervisor, other members of action learning set, etc. 

• Keeping logs/diaries: It can be extremely useful to keep a log/diary of any 
activities undertaken during the research and/or consultancy project. This 
should include, for example, the objectives of the activity, what was done, 
when, how, and with whom, and an evaluation of how effective the activity 
was with regard to self-development objectives. 
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• 2.6 Concluding comments 

In this chapter we have emphasized the fact that a management research or 
consultancy project, besides being an ideal vehicle for completing a project or 
dissertation, is often a part of an academic program on management. It is also 
an extremely useful way for helping the individual manager develop as an 
executive and an effective manager in the future. We have seen that there are 
a variety of approaches to developing management competence and expertise, 
but one of the most useful and long lasting of these approaches is that of self-
development of competence and expertise. Much of what has been covered in 
this chapter is relevant throughout the use of a consultancy research project 
as part of a self-development program, but is particularly relevant at the com-
mencement of a research project where the individual will need to identify 
and sometimes agree how the research project will contribute to their own 
personal development as a manager and executive. 
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1 
Introduction to 

Research in Management 

Learning outcomes 

After completing this chapter you will be able to: 

• compare and contrast the different theoretical stances to the practice of 
research; 

• understand the overall management research process; 
• discuss the different approaches to conducting management research; 
• understand the relationship between management research and manage-

ment development and to the process of management consultancy. 

Introduction 

As in many other spheres of human endeavor, research provides a key basis for 
developing knowledge. In the physical sciences, physicists, biologists, mathe-
maticians, chemists, and so on have long relied on and used research as a way 
of helping to define and refine knowledge in their subject areas. It is only com-
paratively recently that the social scientist has begun to use research for the 
same purpose. Certainly, research in management is one of the newest areas 
of research. In this chapter we examine the background to, and the develop-
ment of, management research tracing the different approaches to management 
research, the purposes of management research, and some of the particular 
problems and issues to which research in this area gives rise. In the process we 
shall also examine the main traditions and approaches to conducting research in 
general including what is referred to as the different 'philosophies' of research. 
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3.1 The theoretical antecedents to 
management research: epistemological 
versus ontological orientations 

Management research raises both theoretical and practical problems not 
encountered in research into the physical sciences and even the social sciences. 
Contemporary management research contains certain theoretical strands and 
antecedents that serve to shape and inform how such research is conducted. 
Before we look at the different approaches to contemporary management 
research, we need to consider what some of these key theoretical anteced-
ents to management research practice are, and in particular, the different 
approaches to theory development and testing in the research process. We 
start by examining two of the earliest approaches which center primarily on 
the development of knowledge and theory but which, in turn, have helped 
shape approaches to research. These two early approaches are the epistemologi-
cal and ontological schools of thought. Both of these schools of thought date 
back to the Greek philosophers. 

Epistemological orientations 

Gilbert (1993) suggests that in this approach to developing knowledge and 
theories, theories are built on the basis of gaining knowledge of the world. 
An epistemological approach organizes and explains knowledge in the form 
of theories. For example, an epistemological approach to a theory of leader-
ship might be based on exploring what we can observe about effective leader-
ship in the real world. By developing our knowledge of effective leadership 
in this way we might observe that effective leadership seems to be associated 
with the possession of certain traits or characteristics on the part of the leader. 
This knowledge can then be used to form theories of leadership based on the 
possession of certain traits and their relationship to effective leadership. As 
we shall see later in this chapter and in several of the chapters that follow, 
much research and theory building in the social sciences uses the epistemo-
logical approach of building knowledge. Admittedly, there are many critics 
of the limitations of the epistemological approach to developing knowledge 
(Feyerabend 1975; Cook and Campbell 2003). As Easterby-Smith et al. (2002) 
suggest, however, this orientation to building theories and knowledge can, 
and does, result in several approaches or methodologies to the generation of 
such knowledge. Because of this, there is little doubt that the epistemologi-
cal school of thought has resulted in a powerful and enduring legacy when it 
comes to the development of theory and the practice of management research. 

Ontological orientations 

This approach to the development of theories Gilbert (op cit) suggests, is 
based on suggestions about the 'nature of phenomena.' For example, an 
ontological approach to developing theories of leadership would consist of 
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developing views on, for example, the nature of effective leadership with or 
without reference or an attempt to relate these views to a knowledge base. In 
fact, this represents a very simplified description of what is in fact a variety of 
ontological approaches in the physical and social sciences. For example, we 
have the so-called critical realism ontology such as that of say Bhaskar (1989) 
compared to say the interpretative ontological approach suggested by Sayer 
(2000). For our purposes at this stage and as you will probably recognize, we 
have now identified the main distinguishing difference between epistemologi-
cal and ontological orientations. Specifically, that respectively they represent 
an empirical versus a conceptual approach to theory building and research 
and as such are indeed different orientations. As already mentioned, we shall 
see in some of our methodologies and approaches to management research 
that both epistemological and ontological orientations survive to influence 
and shape the nature of contemporary management research. 

3-2 	IDeductive versus inductive research 

From our two earliest schools of thought regarding theory development and 
knowledge building we have developed two equally important, but also in 
their own ways equally contrasting, alternative schools of thought with regard 
to the methodology of theory and knowledge building namely deductive ver-
sus inductive research methods. In fact these methods of research derive from 
two alternative methods of thinking (Graziano and Raulin 2004). The differ-
ences between these alternative approaches to research are explained below. 

Deductive research 

Deductive research develops theories or hypotheses and then tests out these 
theories or hypotheses through empirical observation. It is essentially a set of 
techniques for applying theories in the real world in order to test and assess 
their validity. Essentially the process of deductive research is as Saunders 
et al. (2003) point out 'the development of a theory that is subjected to a rigor-
ous test.' Deductive research is the most widely used research approach in the 
natural sciences. 

Gill and Johnson (1997) suggest that the process of deductive research is as 
shown in Figure 3.1. 

Others, such as Robson (2002), add another stage to this process namely 
that of modifying the theory in the light of findings, but the key steps of the 
key essential steps in deductive research are now explained. 

Theory/hypothesis formulation 

The first step in deductive research is the generation of theories or hypoth-
eses. These can be generated in a number of ways, for example, the researcher 
might simply have an idea based on, say, previous experience which he/she 
wants to test out or, for example, the theory or hypothesis to be tested might 
stem from, say, a literature search bringing together the ideas of others. Yet 
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Theory/hypothesis formulation 

Operational ization - translation of abstract concepts into 
indicators or measures that enable observations to be made 

Testing of theory through observation of the empirical world 

Falsification Creation of as yet 
and discarding unfalsified covering- 

theory laws that explain 
past, and predict 

future observations 

Figure 3.1 The process of deduction 
Source: Gill and Johnson (1997, p.  32). 

other sources of theories or hypotheses are those that stem from the desire to 
work out a solution to a specific problem. You will appreciate that this source 
of theories or hypotheses is particularly important and relevant in the context 
of this book which of course centers on consultancy-type research looking 
at a selected management problem. Most management consultancy projects 
start with a specific set of problems or issues that the research is designed to 
address ultimately with a view to making recommendations to resolving the 
problem or issues. The deductive research method, therefore, is particularly 
appropriate and relevant to the consultancy type of research. Because of this, 
much deductive research can be considered as falling into the category of 
what is often referred to as applied research. We shall be considering the nature 
and process of consultancy based research in more detail in the next chapter. 
In addition, we shall be considering the generation of theories and hypotheses 
for testing in later chapters when we consider research design in more detail. 

What is theory? The answer to this question is not as simple or as straight-
forward as might be expected, since there is little consensus in the social sci-
ences as to what actually constitutes 'theory.' Furthermore, the word is used 
so loosely that it threatens to render it meaningless. In recognizing the lack 
of agreement about 'what theory is,' Sutton and Staw (1995) take a different 
approach, attempting to build consensus around 'what theory is not'; in doing 
so they make explicit five elements of academic articles that are generally 
regarded as not constituting theory; these are: 

1. Reference to theory developed in earlier work is not theory, unless the 
author attempts to explicate the concepts and causal arguments in this 
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work, and makes explicit the link to the 'stream of logic' being developed 
or tested. 

2. Data are not theory. While data or empirical evidence plays an impor-
tant role in confirming, revising, or discrediting existing theory, as well 
as guiding the development of new theory, observed patterns are not 
theory. Sutton and Staw (1995) argue that 'Data describe which empirical 
patterns were observed and theory explains why empirical patterns were 
observed or are expected to be observed.' Mintzberg (1979, p.  584) is more 
succinct positing that 'the data do not generate theory - only researchers 
do that.' 

3. Lists of variables or constructs are not theory. While variables and constructs 
are important components of theory, on their own they do not constitute 
theory since they must also elucidate why they are connected and how they 
come about. 

4. Diagrams and figures are not theory. Again these can play a useful part in 
elucidating theory in research papers, but rarely constitute theory on their 
own. This is because even though such graphical representations can help 
bring order through explicitly mapping patterns and causal relationships, 
they rarely explain why these connections are being made. 

5. Hypotheses are not theory. Hypotheses are concise and explicit statements 
about the relationships that might be expected to exist or outcomes that are 
likely to occur, but they do not throw light as to why. Nevertheless, hypoth-
eses can provide crucial bridges between theory and data. 

What is a hypothesis? 

A hypothesis follows on from the setting of a specific research question, 
for example, how might we explain the causes of high growth in small and 
medium sized enterprises (SMEs), and is therefore a more formal expression 
of the research question and research intent. A hypothesis is a refined state-
ment of the expected outcome of the research, for example, of the determi-
nants of high growth in SMEs; it is a conjectural statement or tentative 
proposition about the relationship between two or more variables, for example 
high growth SMEs focus on market segments. In this sense hypothesis testing 
is about the testing of theory, which is established prior to the empirical work. 
Hypotheses also help to fix the direction of an investigation by focusing the 
attention of the researcher on specific data and also help bring form to obser-
vations. Hypothesis testing may be employed in either case-study or/and sur-
vey research. 

Research often involves the formulation of more than one hypothesis, 
for example, (1) high growth SMEs pursue strategies of differentiation and 
uniqueness; (2) high growth SMEs are innovative; and (3) high growth SMEs 
invest in their future. In this example, the researcher would attempt to test all 
three hypotheses, which in this case are to some extent linked. 
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Important criteria for setting hypotheses 

In setting hypotheses to be tested in an empirical piece of work, it is important 
that the researcher bears the following in mind: 

• A hypothesis must be stated clearly to avoid ambiguity and vagueness. 
• A hypothesis must be testable or resolvable through observation. 
• A hypothesis is best stated in terms of a relationship between variables. 
• A hypothesis should be limited in scope (i.e. realistic). 
• A hypothesis should not be inconsistent with known facts. 

Theorizing: 'product' versus 'process' 

Weick (1995) is less convinced by the endeavor of Sutton and Staw (1995), pre-
ferring to focus on the 'process' rather than the 'product' of theorizing. For 
him 'what theory is not, theorizing is.' By this, Weick means that in the proc-
ess of theorizing researchers rarely emerge with a 'full-blown' theory, but the 
resulting 'approximate' theory may well be expressed as any of the five ele-
ments discussed above. For Weick (1995): 

Products of the theorizing process seldom emerge as full-blown theo-
ries, which means that most of what passes for theory in organizational 
studies consists of approximations. Although these approximations vary 
in their generality, few of them take the form of strong theory, and most 
of them can be read as texts created 'in lieu of' strong theories. These 
substitutes for theory may result from lazy theorizing in which people 
try to graft theory onto stark sets of data. But they may also represent 
interim struggles in which people intentionally inch toward stronger the-
ories. The products of laziness and intense struggles may look the same 
and may consist of references, data, lists, diagrams, and hypotheses. 
To label these five as 'not theory' makes sense if the problem is laziness 
and incompetence. But ruling out those same five may slow inquiry if 
the problem is theoretical development still in its early stages. 

DiMaggio (1995) adds a further interesting twist to the idea of theory as 
process rather than product, arguing that 'theories are not just constructed, 
they are socially constructed after they are written. Theoretical ideas take on a 
life of their own.... To some extent, the quality of a theory is a function of the 
quality of the people who employ it.' 

Aspects of theory 

When scientists build theory they start from the premise that the present situ-
ation is knowable and that it is possible to use this known present to build a 
theory which has predictive capability. Indeed for them, the point of theory 
building is its predictive utility and a theory without that predictive utility 
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has no value. In the social sciences in general, and in management or organi-
zational theory in particular, things are a little different. Our basic building 
blocks of theory are all concerned with people and not only do different people 
behave differently but the same person behaves differently in different circum-
stances or in the same situation at different times. Unlike hydrogen and oxygen 
atoms, which always react to each other in a certain limited number of ways, 
the ways in which people react to each other is complex, multifaceted, and var-
iable. Indeed the interactions of people are so complex that we are unable in 
the social sciences to build any theory which provides a complete explanation 
of the current situation - let alone have any certainty attached to its predictive 
ability. This makes the utility of any theory which we build more problematic. 

We therefore need to consider further just what the purpose of any theory 
which we build in management research is, and how we can best serve that 
purpose. Thus when we build theory in management research it does not nec-
essarily have the same purpose as it would in science and we need to think of 
its utility in terms of both its descriptive ability and its predictive ability. Any 
theory must be more than a simple description of an isolated incident. It must 
also have a generalizability built into it so that the understanding derived 
from one set of circumstances can be extended to other circumstances. 

The descriptive utility of theory 

From our starting point that any situation involving people is complex we can 
extend this to say that we are unable to narrow down our theory to such an 
extent that we can completely capture all the aspects of the situation to come 
up with a complete description of that situation. In building theory we nec-
essarily limit our observations and data to enable us to develop theory but 
this means that we have created an artificial boundary around our area of 
research. It is always possible to draw that boundary differently and there-
fore deal with a different set of data. This may mean that any theory we 
develop from this different data set could be different. Indeed from the same 
data set it is possible to develop different explanations and so develop differ-
ent theories which explain the phenomena observed in the data. This is partly 
because we, as people, are a part of the data which we are studying and partly 
because our explanations of the phenomena depend on our own ontology and 
epistemology. 

As the theory we develop from our research is limited by the artificial 
boundary which we have created around our research problem and the 
interpretation according to our own ontology, we are unable to completely 
describe any given situation. It also means that other theories are possible that 
describe the situation and these other theories may provide different under-
standings of the situation. Thus in management research we have different and 
competing theories which seek to create an understanding of any problem. It 
also means that the creation of theory which has a descriptive power, as long 
as that descriptive power is generalizable, can be an aim of the research itself 
and there is not necessarily a need for our theory to have predictive power. 
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Increasing our understanding of the present through offering different explana-
tions of the present is one of the aims of management research. In developing a 
different theory describing the present we are not necessarily seeking to replace 
existing theories but merely to add alternative explanations. Doing so by itself 
will increase our understanding and creates value through our research. 

The predictive ability of theory 

Any theory which extends our understanding will of course have some pre-
dictive ability as it enables us to find common themes in differing situations 
and therefore to seek solutions to problems through the transfer of useful solu-
tions from one set of problems to another set which superficially appear to be 
different. This is why descriptive theories are useful in research. When we talk 
about predictive theories however what we generally mean is a theory which 
enables us to say that if we do x then y will happen. In management research 
this is more problematical but nevertheless is an essential part of theory build-
ing which is attempted by management researchers all the time. 

We must remember however that our predictive theories are unlike those of 
the sciences. In chemistry, for example, we can develop a theory which states 
that a certain set of chemicals when combined in certain proportions will react 
in a certain way that we can predict with certainty - indeed this is the test 
of a robust scientific theory. In management research, because we are deal-
ing with the unpredictability of people, that certainty of the predictive power 
of our theory eludes us. Our predictive theories are necessarily probabilistic 
and therefore subject to statistical error. Thus we can only ever develop theory 
which states that we have identified factors which account for a percentage 
of the explanation and thus we can only ever predict in the form of stating 
that we are Z% certain that y  will happen if we do x. We can never predict 
with certainty, but this does not invalidate our theory any more than the crea-
tion of theory with descriptive utility but little predictive utility. Indeed it is 
the utility of theory which determines its validity. This is determined by its 
explanatory power, which is partly descriptive and partly predictive. This in 
itself enables our research to add to knowledge and enables our insights to be 
passed on to other people. In the longer term good theory may replace exist-
ing theory and this is the way in which knowledge is built and extended. 

Opera tionaliza tion 

Having formulated theories or hypotheses, the next stage in the deductive 
research process is to operationalize these. Essentially, this is the process 
whereby the concepts in our theories or hypotheses are defined in such a way 
that they can be measured through empirical observation. As Burns (2000) 
points out, operational definition is necessary to eliminate confusion in mean-
ing and communication. This means, for example, ensuring that we have 
defined precisely what is to be measured or observed and how this meas-
urement or observation will be carried out. For example, if our hypothesis is 
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along the lines that, say, 'personality traits' are associated with 'effective lead-
ership,' then we need to ensure that we have defined and can measure 'per-
sonality traits' and what constitutes 'effective leadership.' It is important to 
stress that the process of operationalizing theories or hypotheses can be dif-
ficult as we are often dealing with abstract concepts which, of themselves, are 
difficult to measure. These, and other aspects of operationalizing theories or 
hypotheses are considered in more detail in Chapter 5. At this stage, however, 
it is felt to be useful to begin to acquaint you with this important process in 
deductive research through our first activity in the book. 

NB. Just to remind you, the activities are designed to encourage you to think about 
and begin to apply some of the key concepts and techniques. Additionally, as a 
reminder, that where appropriate, many of these activities are debriefed in the appen-
dix to the book. Ideally, to get the best from the book not only should you attempt each 
activity before proceeding, but unless you are really stuck, ideally, you should not read 
the debrief before making your own attempt at the activity. 

Activity 3.1. You have developed the following hypothesis which you intend 
to test empirically. 

'Job satisfaction is affected by a person's managerial level' 
Which concepts in the hypothesis will need operationalizing, and what 

might be some of the problems and issues in achieving this? 

Theory testing/empirical observation 

This stage in the process of deductive research is concerned with the process of 
measurement and observation such that we can eventually, in the next stage of 
the process, decide whether our theory /hypothesis can be supported or rejected. 
This stage of the deductive research process involves identifying and decid-
ing between alternative techniques and approaches for measuring our opera-
tionalized concepts. It also includes the selection and design of the research 
methodologies to be used including, for example, any sampling plan, research 
instruments, and methods of analyzing and interpreting empirical observations 
and measurements. In many ways, this stage of the deductive research proc-
ess encompasses much of the activities that will be required to be planned and 
undertaken in conducting the research and as such several of the chapters that 
follow are essentially concerned with the design and application of this stage. 

Once we have completed this stage in the deductive process then we can 
move to the final stage of deciding the extent to which our theory or hypoth-
esis has been falsified and the extent to which parts, if any, of our theory/ 
hypothesis remains as yet unfalsified. We refer to this as the falsification and 
discarding stage. 

Falsification and discarding theory 

At first, it may seem strange that the aim of the deductive process is to assess 
the extent to which a theory or hypothesis can be falsified and hence should 
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be discarded. Surely, one might think, the process should be aimed at prov-
ing rather than refuting our hypotheses or theories. The idea that the out-
come should be falsification and discarding of theories and hypotheses sterns 
from the ideas of Popper (1967) in what is often referred to as his maxim of 
'falsificationism.' Simply stated, this maxim is based on the premise that the 
researcher should aim to refute rather than verify their theories or hypothe-
ses, because that is all that is necessary or possible. He argued that a thou-
sand examples did not prove a theory but only provide supporting evidence, 
whereas one counter-example was sufficient to disprove, or falsify, a theory. 
To the extent that the empirical observations made in the previous step in the 
process of deductive research do not support our theory or hypothesis, then 
these observations can be said to falsify and may lead us to discard all or part 
of our theory or hypothesis. This is the bottom left-hand box in Figure 3.1. 
That part of our theory or hypothesis which is not falsified through our obser-
vations and measurements of the empirical world does not prove our theory 
as such but rather allow those parts to remain as yet unfalsified theories or 
hypotheses. This is the bottom right-hand box in Figure 3.1. Clearly, the fal-
sificationism approach to testing of theory and hypotheses leads to possibly 
very different approaches to research design, methodology, and techniques 
of testing theories and hypotheses than where we are using a 'verification-
ism' approach. For example, how we state hypotheses or theories for testing 
is very different with a falsification as opposed to a verificationism approach. 
Again, we shall see this when we discuss hypothesis setting and testing in 
later chapters. 

These, then, are the main steps in the process of deductive research. It is a 
fact that this approach to research represents the main, and some would say, 
the only justifiable, method of research in the natural sciences. There are those 
who, in addition, suggest that this is the only truly 'scientific' approach to 
developing knowledge and therefore should also be the only approach that is 
used in the social sciences. 

However, applying the deductive method in the social as opposed to the 
natural sciences is not without its problems. For example, measurement can 
be more problematical. Unlike the natural sciences, research is difficult to 
control and particularly the factors that can affect research outcomes, that is 
the experimental method so widely used in the natural sciences is difficult. 
Again we shall consider some of these problems of the deductive methods 
of research and research techniques in later chapters but it is partly because 
of some of the problems and criticisms of the deductive approach to research 
that our second and alternative approach to research and research methods 
is almost exactly the reverse of deduction. Not surprisingly, this is known as 
'inductive research.' 

Inductive research 

As already indicated, inductive research essentially reverses the process 
found in deductive research. Here, the researcher develops hypotheses and 


