

Swanson, R.A. & Chermack, T.J. (2013). Theory building in applied disciplines. 
San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, p 54.


image1.pdf


54 Phases of Theory Building


defined starting and ending points, which increases the complexity 
and ongoing nature of theory building.


MOTORCYCLE LESSONS


Matthew Crawford, philosopher and motorcycle mechanic, wrote a 
best-selling book on the inquiry into the value of work called Shop 
Class as Soulcraft (2009). It is a fun starting point to think about theory 
building in applied disciplines. Crawford has a PhD in philosophy and 
uses the verbal tools of philosophy to argue that he has had “a greater 
sense of agency and competence . . . doing manual work, compared to 
other jobs that were officially recognized as ‘knowledge work.’ Perhaps 
most surprisingly, I often find manual work more engaging intellectu-
ally” (p. 5).


Crawford relies on his work as a motorcycle mechanic to thread the 
reader through his view of the world. As it stands, it can be classified 
as an engaging contribution for a philosophical theory of work—not a 
contribution to an applied discipline of work theory.


Crawford’s book is rich with intellectual argumentation and applica-
tion examples. While this is a philosophical exposé, the book has great 
potential to raise important applied questions about work theory. His 
purpose was not to build an applied theory of work. Yet, a careful 
reader could go through the pages and extract information to concep-
tualize and operationalize an applied theory of work based on the book.


PROCESSES FOR CONCEPTUAL DEVELOPMENT


The primary purpose of this chapter is to provide tools for scholars 
to engage in conceptual development. Four conceptual development 
methods are presented that align with four different philosophical ori-
entations. They include the quantitative approach in Dubin’s (1978) 
theory-building process (steps 1–4), the grounded theory approach 
in Whetten’s (2002) modeling as a theorizing process, the social con-
struction approach in Weick’s (1989) theory building as disciplined 
imagination, and a case-study approach in Storberg-Walker’s five 
components (Storberg-Walker & Chermack, 2007). These methods 
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