
Swanson, R.A. & Chermack, T.J. (2013). Theory building in applied disciplines. 
San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, p 114.

image1.pdf


114 Phases of Theory Building


point, it should be easy to recognize the Apply phase as a logical 
starting point as well. For example, one strategy discussed in the 
Conceptualize phase was to talk with practitioners; another is for 
practitioners to talk to researchers. So the link between application 
and new ideas is strong, though often mismanaged.


IN THE PINK!


The idea of being “in the pink” means to be on top. Dan Pink’s popular 
book A Whole New Mind is thoughtful, catchy, and deeply descriptive 
of a potential shift in work skills in advanced societies. He professes 
that a shift away from strictly analytic thinking to include synthesis 
thinking and a variety of “right brain” skills will soon be required. Pink 
described six “senses” that would drive highly valued work well into the 
coming decades: (1) design, (2) story, (3) symphony, (4) empathy, (5) 
play, and (6) meaning. With compelling stories and examples of each, 
Pink has convinced many of a changing workforce.


While Pink’s book is certainly interesting and motivational, it does 
not describe how to use his ideas or develop the needed “senses.” There 
is no guide, no new skill, and no aid for applying this information. The 
reader is left with an interesting read but can do nothing differently 
after reading the book.


Pink’s book, like much of the popular business and practitioner lit-
erature, is wholly an exercise in the Conceptualize phase of theory 
building and a rush to marketing the idea. The book offers no sug-
gestions for measurement or assessment; no inquiry of its accuracy 
or fit with the real world; and no tools, frameworks, or strategies for 
practice. You are left in the dark as to how to apply it and have little 
evidence of application outcomes.


Theories have to begin somewhere, and new ideas are common-
place. It is hard to imagine getting “in the pink” through the book A 
Whole New Mind. So much more work is required.


INPUTS TO THE APPLY PHASE


Before application can proceed, a theorist must have something to 
apply. In theory building, it is the set of concepts with relationships 
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