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76 Phases of Theory Building


and the reality of implementation opportunities can have the theory-
building phases functioning simultaneously or in various sequences. 
Keeping careful documentation is essential for responsible reporting.


WHO-DA-THUNK-IT?


Several of our theory-building projects have spread over many years. One 
of the efforts focused on performance improvement in business, industry, 
and organizational contexts. The core model for a theory of performance 
improvement included the requirement to call upon and fuse contribu-
tions from psychological, economic, and system theories into a holistic 
model and theory of performance for organizations and human-made 
systems. It is graphically portrayed as a three-legged stool. It was a deep 
discussion with a graduate student about unethical operational business 
dealings and his desire to add a fourth “ethics” leg to the conceptualiza-
tion that led to a revision. Having grown up in a business family with 
impeccable honesty and ethics, we had built-in blinders about ethics at 
the conceptualization phase. The void of operational links related to ethics 
in the performance became a shock once it was revealed. The operational 
review resulted in the addition of an ethical “rug” for the conceptual per-
formance stool to stand on (Figure 5.2). It is interesting to note that the 
subsequent massive ethical failures on the part of Wall Street could have 
been predicted, and in some cases squelched, if the revised performance 
theory had been applied.


F IGURE 5 . 2  Theoretical Foundations of Performance Improvement


Theoretical Foundations of Performance Improvement


Source: Swanson (2007b).
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