

Swanson, R.A. & Chermack, T.J. (2013). Theory building in applied disciplines. 
San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, p 68.


image1.pdf


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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