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66 Phases of Theory Building


Writing on problem statements as thought trials and selection cri-
teria is useful in this step of theory building. Many of the twenty-six 
tools noted earlier, such as analyzing your own experiences and col-
lecting practitioners’ rules of thumb, are good starting points. Gath-
ering up the building blocks and the important ideas that are relevant 
to the theory is the first step in any theory-building effort.


Step 2—Organize the Concepts


Once the concepts have been identified, they must be organized. This 
means identifying and describing the relationships among the con-
cepts. Here are some key questions to ask: Is there a time element 
involved? Does one concept occur before or after another? How do 
the concepts influence each other? Are the relationships known, pre-
dictable, and linear? Dubin wrote a very detailed and specific discus-
sion of ways in which concepts can relate to each other that comprise 
a useful tool in this step—he called them “laws of interaction.” 
Drawing from Whetten, using sticky notes to arrange concepts in a 
systems diagram is also a very helpful approach. Experiment with a 
variety of tools and use what works. When relationships among the 
concepts become clear, a model begins to emerge.


One of the delicate things about theory building is that as the theo-
rist continues to learn and ideas evolve and change, so does conceptual 
development work. It is appropriate to revisit how the concepts are 
related again and again. Eventually, theorists will settle on under-
standings or models that feel “right” or at least “right enough to 
move forward” and let the subsequent steps and phases determine 
the accuracy of the theorizing.


HOW ORGANIZATIONS WORK


The Enterprise Model (Figure 4.4) was created to graphically portray 
how organizations work (Brache, 2002, p. 5).


This detailed graphic model provides a summary of the larger excel-
lent description put forth by the author. The author’s logic and experi-
ence in presenting and explaining the enterprise model is mandatory
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68 Phases of Theory Building


and assists in moving the theory-building process ahead on this con-
ceptualization. Obviously, you could create your own enterprise model 
without explaining its basis. And, you could begin “selling” your more 
shallow conceptualization, rather than continuing the theory-building 
effort on how organizations work.


Step 3—Define the Boundaries


The third step in the Conceptualize phase of theory building is to 
define the domain in which the proposed explanation is expected to 
apply. For example, approaches to team building in the United States 
may not be transferrable to Korea because of cultural differences. 
Planning practices in large corporations may be different from those 
in small companies. Boundaries locate the theory in the social world 
and require an understanding of factors that prevent or limit the util-
ity of the theory in other places. The term boundaries seems most 
useful here and mirrors Dubin’s work. Boundaries do just that—they 
bound the theory to a particular context. The boundaries can be far 
and wide, or close and confined. The theorist had great freedom in 
setting the boundaries of the theory.


There is also a clear link between boundaries and the types of 
theories presented in Chapter 2. For example, the wider the boundar-
ies are set, the more the theory will approach a grand theory. Bring 
them in closer and you have a midrange or local theory. Again, like 
the zoom lens on a camera, boundaries are critical to fleshing out 
details in the final “scene” of the theory.


BOUNDARIES OF PERFORMANCE IMPROVEMENT


In the realm of talking about organizations, people, and productiv-
ity, there are quite varied views about the boundaries of performance 
improvement. One is the psychological/educational view that focuses 
on the individual performer. Another is the economic/business view 
hinged on the financials. Systems/engineering, in contrast, targets pro-
cess efficiency. Each of these has its own boundaries. When all three 
are put together, the boundaries expand, casting a wider net and more 
closely approaching a grand theory of performance improvement.
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