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Conceptualize Phase 53


CHEESY THEORY


Change in our lives is almost a universal. Surprisingly, Who Moved 
My Cheese? by Spencer Johnson and Ken Blanchard (1998) is the top- 
selling business book of all time. This elementary fable lets readers 
know that the idea and reality of change is upon us, and the bottom 
line is for individuals to suck it up, go for it, and that they may like it. 
The problem is that the book in no way is grounded in sound change 
theory, nor does it advance the theory of change. Added to this insult 
was the avalanche of corporate leaders requiring underlings to read 
the 96-page fable with the implicit message that these employees who 
had been working in bad systems were the ones to absorb the change. 
Nowhere in the scenario was there mention of leadership responsibil-
ity for irrational change that inflicted employee layoffs, questionable 
restructuring, frenetic mergers, and general chaos. Where’s the cheese?


INPUTS TO CONCEPTUAL DEVELOPMENT


Initiation of conceptual development in applied disciplines comes 
from (1) practical problems, (2) incomplete existing theories, or (3) 
new areas of human activity. Any of these three situations signal a 
need for conceptual development work. For example, nurse practi-
tioners may experience problems in their work that push them to 
understand and explain what is happening. Or a manager might be 
confronted with deviations that do not fit existing explanations or 
theories. New activities that have not been explained can also create 
a need for conceptual development, such as virtual team behavior. 
All of these situations require gaining a new understanding.


The careful observer can see that inputs to conceptual develop-
ment can come from research, theory, and practice. In other words, 
any of the other phases presented in the General Method of Theory 
Building in Applied Disciplines can involve situations that push the 
theorist into the conceptual development phase. Emphasizing, again 
the integrative and cyclical nature of theory building, we remind 
you that the theorist can begin anywhere in the model. There are no 
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