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Abstract In contrast to existing studies on the issue of the rigor—relevance gap, we do not
discuss in this article how to bridge it but analyze the responses of management scholars to it.
Referring to institutional theory, we argue that the gap is related to different logics of research
aimed at scientific progress (basic research) or at relevant knowledge (applied research).
Analyzing publications in leading scholarly and practitioner-oriented management journals
between 1961 and 2010, we identify a variety of responses. Management scholars address the
demand for relevance by providing implications-for-practice sections and the development of
approaches for the production of relevant knowledge. Most of them believe that the dominant
logic of basic research integrates the demand for both rigor and relevance. However, we find
evidence for the existence of competing logics: researchers do not base applied research on their
basic research, and they tend to publish applied research in later periods of their careers.
We conclude that compartmentalization is the dominant response strategy of management
researchers.
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Introduction

The issue of a gap between rigor and relevance in academic
management research (Hodgkinson, Herriot, & Anderson,
2001;[48_TD$DIFF] Kieser, Nicolai, & Seidl, 2015; Rynes, Bartunek, & Daft,
2001) started to develop in 1958 with the publication of two
reports on the quality of business education in the United
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States, one by the Ford Foundation (Gordon & Howell, 1959),
theotheroneby theCarnegieFoundation (Pierson,1959).Both
reports came to the conclusion that American business schools
resembled trade schools lacking a strong scientific foundation.
Theirmain recommendationwas to base education on rigorous
scientific research. For Pierson (1959) (p. 313), the central
prerequisitewas to create generalizable knowledge that could
be applied only after it was tested scientifically. Gordon and
Howell (1959) (p. 382) more explicitly asked for

more applied research at a higher analytical level . . .
[which] implies the formulation of challenging hypothe-
ses, the development and use of more sophisticated
analytical tools, including more utilization of concepts
and findings from the various social sciences and greater
reliance on the tools of mathematics and statistics, and
the systematic collection of detailed and reliable data.

Both reports shared an understanding of the sciences:
theories that explain phenomena can also be used for plan-
ning interventions in the pursuit of practitioners’ goals. Thus
the intention of both reports was to improve the quality of
research for business practitioners just as research in the
natural sciences produces findings that increase the practical
value of engineering. Business schools accurately followed
the reports’ advice: they hired researchers from neighboring
disciplines like psychology, sociology, or economics who were
experienced in formulating challenging hypotheses, devel-
oping sophisticated analytical tools, using statistics and
mathematics, and collecting detailed and reliable data.
The newly recruited scholars infused the emerging field of
management studies with a research logic that resembled the
‘‘hypothetico-deductive’’ approach (de Rond & Miller, 2005,
p. 323) of the natural sciences (Khurana, 2007; Schlossman,
Sedlak, & Wechsler, 1987). Even as they started to address
management problems, these scholars continued to follow
the principles of rigorous science in their research practices:
objectivity and abstractness, reliance on methodological
criteria for truth and standardized methods of scientific
inquiry, disinterestedness, organized skepticism, and the
conviction that scientific results can only be evaluated and
further developed by scientists (Merton, 1973). Furthermore,
they founded academic journals in which they could publish
their rigorously gained research results, and they developed
PhD programs in which young researchers were to be taught
how to pursue rigorous research (Fourcade & Khurana, 2013).

Thus, research in business schools has steadily increased in
sophistication. However, in contrast to the expectations of
the authors of the Ford and Carnegie Foundation reports,
rigor in research has not increased practical relevance. On
the contrary, observers notice a steadily growing gap
between the rigorousness of research and its relevance for
practice. For example, Bennis and O’Toole (2005, p. 98)
argue that research in business schools has shifted towards
‘‘a model of science that uses abstract financial and eco-
nomic analysis, statistical multiple regressions, and labora-
tory psychology,’’ and that this model of basic research is of
little relevance to practitioners. They are convinced that the
shift towards exactly the kind of research recommended in
the reports caused the gap. They and others (Beer, 2001;
Ivancevich, Duening, & Lidwell, 2005; Pfeffer & Fong, 2002;
Schibrowsky, Peltier, & Boyt, 2002; Trank & Rynes, 2003)
claim that business shares more characteristics with
professions like medicine and law than it does with natural
sciences, and that research in the field of management
studies should therefore adopt the alternative model of
applied research.

How do management scholars respond to the issue of the
rigor—relevance gap? Existing studies on the topic are mainly
concerned with the question of how to bridge the gap. We do
not yet know much about the coping strategies of individual
scholars. Because they are confronted with the rising demand
for practical relevance and with two alternative research
models, each shaped by a particular institutional logic, do
management scholars perceive the gap as a problem, and if
so, how they respond to it? To address these questions, we
draw on the institutional logics perspective in institutional
theory, in particular on work relating to the strategies actors
use to cope with situations of institutional complexity.
Empirically, we analyze the publication practices of scholars
in a sample of leading academic and practitioner-oriented
management journals, using a timeframe between 1961 and
2010. We thereby assume that an analysis of publications
offers insights into both the logics guiding research in the
field and the scholars’ strategies for coping with the institu-
tionally complex situation of two competing research logics.

In the first section of our paper, we elaborate on the rigor—
relevance debate and introduce the idea that basic research
and applied research in the field of management studies
follow competing institutional logics. In the second section,
we introduce the coping strategies that actors can apply in
such institutionally complex situations. In the subsequent
sections we then describe our methodological approach and
present and interpret our findings by making use of the
institutional framework. Summarizing our findings in the
discussion section, we further reflect on whether the gap
is genuinely a problem for practitioners or whether it is a
construction of management scholars. We conclude with
implications for the future development of the field of
management studies.

Rigor and relevance and competing
institutional logics in management studies

When we use an institutional logics perspective (Thornton,
Ocasio, & Lounsbury, 2012), basic research and applied
research in the field of management studies can be concep-
tualized as two competing institutional logics, each related
to its own set of organizing principles. To start with, the main
organizing principle of the logic of basic research is scientific
rigor. It requires that problems be formulated on the basis of
one or several theories and are dealt with by using methods
that are acknowledged as scientific (Kieser & Leiner, 2009). It
aims to replace (scientifically) false statements with true
ones. Scholars criticize generally accepted assumptions
about the explanation of phenomena or their colleagues’
research results for being based on wrong or incomplete
theories, for using the wrong methods, or for using appro-
priate methods inadequately. With such criticism in mind,
they carry out research based on modified theories and
methods, in the hope that the scientific community will be
convinced of the validity of their results, which will then
replace the incorrect findings. They submit their findings to
publishers of scientific journals or monographs, who, in turn,
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ask researchers familiar with the subject to review them.
Positive outcomes of this review process result in scientific
publications, which are the basic elements of communication
in science.

Under the logic of applied research, in contrast, scholars
are expected to produce knowledge that proves useful for
solving practical problems. The central organizing principle
of this logic is practical relevance, that is, to focus research
on the solution of practical problems and not on the explana-
tion of problems resulting from the scholarly discourse. It is
not important that phenomena are explained by appropriate
theories and methods, or that the new knowledge replaces
false scientific knowledge. It is sufficient to provide knowl-
edge with which specific practical problems can be tackled
more effectively than with previous knowledge. A substantial
part of research in medical schools, for example, aims at
advancing the effectiveness of practices in the prevention,
diagnosis, and treatment of diseases through clinical trials
(Ludmerer, 2010; Rosenberg, 1987; Rothstein, 1987). It fol-
lows a logic that is different from the logic of basic research
insofar as the central aim is to improve practices, not
advance the development of medical theory. Under this
logic, technology is considered more important than theory,
and results are published in practitioner-oriented journals.

Proponents of a shift towards the logic of applied research
in management studies argue that this logic combines princi-
ples of rigorous research with those of practitioner-oriented
problem-solving (Hodgkinson et al., 2001; Hodgkinson & Rous-
seau, 2009). Others, however, consider this logic as incompa-
tible with the dominant logic of basic research because these
two logics have conflicting organizing principles and prescribe
essentially different actions, goals, and means (Kieser & Lei-
ner, 2009;Nicolai, 2004). In light of these conflicting views, our
studyasks howmanagement scholars dealwith the demand for
an alternative logic in the field. We therefore analyze the
extent to which the logic of applied research shapes scholarly
practices and examine how management scholars handle two
logics with supposedly incompatible demands.

Responses to competing institutional
demands

‘‘Institutional logics are the organizing principles that shape
the behavior of field participants’’ (Reay & Hinings, 2009, p.
631). Initial studies in the institutional logics perspective
investigated cases in which one organizing principle or domi-
nant logic was replaced by another (Thornton, 2001, 2002).
Current studies focus on the implications of institutional
complexity. In institutionally complex situations, multiple
logics coexist in a field, even when these are associated with
competing practices and rules (e.g., Lounsbury, 2007; Marquis
& Lounsbury, 2007; Meyer & Höllerer, 2010; Reay & Hinings,
2005; Reay & Hinings, 2009; Scott, Ruef, Mendel, & Caronna,
2000). Different logics can be perceived as incompatible when
they prescribe different actions, goals, ormeans (Greenwood,
Raynard, Kodeih, Micelotta, & Lounsbury, 2011; Pache & San-
tos, 2010). Consequently, in situations of competing institu-
tional demands, it becomes an open question how
organizations and individuals cope with this incompatibility.

The growing research on responses to multiple institu-
tional demands concentrates on how organizations can
respond to incompatible institutional demands. For instance,
Kraatz and Block (2008) describe four strategies that orga-
nizations might employ to maintain their legitimacy when
facing plural institutional demands. First, they could try to
resist conflicting demands by only complying with some
claims while denying the importance of others. ‘‘Compart-
mentalizing’’ is identified by Kraatz and Block (2008) as a
second strategy which enables organizations to conform to
different institutional demands by separating these into
various organizational units or time sequences. Third, orga-
nizations might find some balance between competing
demands not by separating them but by reaching a ‘‘reluctant
mutual acceptance’’ (Kraatz & Block, 2008, p. 251). This
strategy might be especially important when there is a
mutual dependence between the different claims. As an
example of mutually dependent groups, the authors refer
to a business school faculty with members who focus on
teaching and members who are driven by research; the
demands of both need to be balanced on the organizational
level. Fourth, organizations might aim to become ‘‘institu-
tions in their own right’’ (Kraatz & Block, 2008, p. 251),
claiming authority to define relevant legitimacy criteria
against which they are measured. Their fact-like character,
which depends on a specific organizational identity, then
shields them to a certain degree against external demands.

Pache and Santos (2010) and Greenwood et al. (2011) also
point to compartmentalizing as a strategic response to plural
institutional logics. This coping strategy entails ‘‘partition-
ing/compartmentalizing an organization into different mind-
sets, normative orders, practices and processes’’
(Greenwood et al., 2011, p. 354) by defining separate sub-
units that deal with particular logics or sets of demands.
Researchers (e.g., Bromley & Powell, 2012, p. 23) argue that
the notion of compartmentalization broadly refers to the
concept of decoupling as an organization’s attempt to sepa-
rate symbolic compliance from actual practices (Meyer &
Rowan, 1977). It also includes another form of decoupling, as
developed by Bromley and Powell (2012), in which the means
(i.e., policies) that are actually implemented in organiza-
tions are decoupled from the ends. Means—end decoupling
occurs ‘‘when policies are implemented but the link between
formal policies and the intended outcome is opaque’’ (Brom-
ley & Powell, 2012, p. 489). It differs from the classical notion
of decoupling as policy—practice decoupling, whereby action
is buffered from policy through symbolic adoption, enabling
exposed rules to remain unimplemented (see also Pache &
Santos, 2010). Finally, according to Brunsson (1993) (p. 501),
producing hypocrisy is an alternative way for making ideas
and actions appear consistent: ‘‘Through hypocrisy, the ideas
of the constituency are isolated from action.’’

We argue that the responses of organizations to competing
institutional logics are a useful analytical starting point to
also investigate the responses of individuals. We thereby
follow Thornton and Ocasio (2008) call for studies that shed
light on responses of individuals to institutional complexity
and on how these responses help us understand the coex-
istence of incompatible logics in a field. Thus, analogous to
the differentiation of organizational responses to institu-
tional complexity, we are interested in understanding the
kinds of strategies that individual actors, in our case manage-
ment scholars, use when reacting to competing institutional
logics in the field of management studies.
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Methodology

We assume that journal publications provide good insights
into the research practices of the field of management
studies and into the logics guiding these practices: journal
publications reflect the kinds of research subjects and ana-
lytical approaches that are acknowledged and legitimated by
other members in the field, namely the editors and
reviewers. These field members influence what is published
and thus perceived as fulfilling the research standards of
management studies. Hence, analyzing publication practices
helps us understand how management scholars perceive the
increasing institutional demand for practical relevance,
whether the logic of applied research has gained momentum
in the field of management studies, and, if so, how manage-
ment scholars handle the institutional complexity of two
competing logics in their publication practices.

Selection of management journals

Following other researchers who analyzed issues as reflected
in academic publications (Busenitz et al., 2003; Lockett,
Moon, & Visser, 2006), we selected the scholarly management
journals on the basis of their influence, as measured by their
impact factors. Our sample includes the scholarly journals
Academy of Management Journal (AMJ), Academy of Man-
agement Review (AMR), Administrative Science Quarterly
(ASQ), Organization Science (OS). In 2010, the impact factors
of these journals all ranked at the top of the category
‘‘management’’ on the ISI Web of Knowledge/Social Science
Citation Index. Furthermore, the inclusion of AMJ and AMR
grants insight into the responses which a dominant actor, the
Academy of Management (AOM), the leading scholarly asso-
ciation in the field, regards as appropriate to handle the
existence of competing research logics. We further included
the Journal of Management Studies (JMS) and the British
Journal of Management (BJM) in order to capture the Eur-
opean contribution to the debate, thereby allowing a more
complete picture of international developments.

We further added practitioner-oriented journals to our
sample, including the Harvard Business Review (HBR), Cali-
fornia Management Review (CMR), Academy of Management
Executive (AME),1 MIT Sloan Management Review (MIT SMR),
formerly Sloan Management Review (SMR), Industrial Man-
agement Review (IMR), and Business Horizons (BH). We
selected these journals because, in their mission state-
ments, they explicitly refer to a bridging function between
management theory and practice.2 Our analysis starts with
the 1961 volumes, when we expected to find reactions
to the foundations’ reports that led to the formation of
1 While the Academy of Management Executive aimed at practicing
managers, the renamed Academy of Management Perspectives seeks
to address academic readers and was therefore excluded from our
empirical analysis.
2 We refer to the aims of the journals as stated on their web pages on

May 24, 2009: http://harvardbusiness.org/about-us, http://cmr.
berkeley.edu/submission_guidelines.html, http://www.aomonline.
org/aom.asp?id=95, and http://sloanreview.mit.edu/about/, http://
www.elsevier.com/wps/find/journaldescription.cws_home/620214/
description#description.
the management studies field, and ends with volumes
published in 2010. We used two different journal databases,
Business Source Premier and the ISI Web of Knowledge/
Social Science Citation Index.

Data and analysis

To select articles on the rigor-versus-relevance debate within
the data set just described, we searched the Business Source
Premier database for scholarly articles, using specific but
deliberately broad keywords (rigor/rigour, relevance, man-
agement science, management studies, administrative
science, management education, business school, academic
AND practitioner, scholar AND practitioner, scholar AND man-
ager, academic ANDmanager, management research, applied
science). To identify relevant articles, we read the abstracts
of all 937 articles resulting from our Business Source Premier
search. Two of us undertook separately the task of determin-
ing which of the articles dealt with the debate and which did
not. Then we compared our findings and discovered that we
agreed in more than 95 percent of the cases. We resolved our
differences of categorization for 49 articles by way of dis-
cussion. In the end, we identified 127 articles that dealt with
the rigor-versus-relevance debate. We used these articles for
a frequency analysis to assess the emergence of the logic of
applied research in the field over time (see Increasing
acknowledgement of applied research). Furthermore, to
learn how management scholars cope with institutional com-
plexity, we additionally conducted the following analyses: in
a qualitative content analysis of the 127 articles, we tried to
find out whether the logic of basic research is seen as causing
a lack of relevance in management research and whether
institutional changes towards the logic of applied research
are envisaged, in particular through conceptualizing and
applying new research methods. We were thereby interested
in understanding whether management scholars regard the
logic of basic research and the logic of applied research as
conflicting logics, or whether they perceive them, in princi-
ple, as compatible ones (see Scholars’ perception of institu-
tional demands). Additionally, wewere interested in whether
management scholars themselves apply the new research
methods that they discuss (see Use of methodological prac-
tices from the logic of applied research).

In the next step, we explored the extent to whichmanage-
ment researchers, in their publications, explicitly deal with
practical implications of their research results. In this ana-
lysis we considered the same scholarly journals (AMJ, AMR,
ASQ, OS, BJM, and JMS), while taking into consideration,
however, the limited data set of articles addressing the
rigor—relevance gap as we had in our first step, as well as
the articles published in the chosen fifty-year period. We
registered the frequency of particular keyword combinations
in the selected scholarly journals, including ‘‘practical/man-
agerial implications,’’ ‘‘implications for practice,’’ ‘‘implica-
tions for practitioners,’’ ‘‘implications for managers,’’ and
other combinations of these words to gain further informa-
tion on how management scholars react to the demand for
more practical relevance in the management studies field
(see Practical implications sections in scholarly articles).

In addition, we analyzed the content of 67 articles in
practitioner-oriented journals in order to understand
whether management scholars distinguish between practices

http://harvardbusiness.org/about-us
http://cmr.berkeley.edu/submission_guidelines.html
http://cmr.berkeley.edu/submission_guidelines.html
http://www.aomonline.org/aom.asp?id=95
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Fig. 1 Percentage of articles on the rigor—relevance gap in
total (AMJ, AMR, ASQ, OS, BJM, JMS).
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that are shaped by the logic of basic research and those that
are guided by the logic of applied research (see Publications
in practitioner-oriented journals). For this analysis, we
sampled only the practitioner-oriented articles of the ten
most-cited management scholars (Podsakoff, MacKenzie,
Podsakoff, & Bachrach, 2008) and identified the extent to
which these articles are based on the authors’ research
publications in scholarly journals. Our assumption in choosing
this sample was that the most-cited management scholars
can be supposed to be the ones who base their practitioner-
oriented articles as much as possible on their research.

Finally, we analyzed whether publication practices are
guided by different logics when taking into account the life-
timecareerofmanagement scholars (seePublicationpractices
throughout a scholarly career). To examine whether such a
difference between early and late career phases exists, we
conducted chi-square tests using a sample of publications by
members and former members of leading U.S. business
schools, as listed by the Financial Times (FT) Business School
Ranking3 (namely, Wharton School, Harvard Business School,
ColumbiaBusiness School, StanfordUniversityBusiness School,
and MIT Sloan School of Management), who published at least
one article in both journal genres between 1961 and 2010. We
thereby assumed that these scholars provide role models for
other researchers in the field.4

Findings

Increasing acknowledgement of applied research

In this section we present results on management research-
ers’ responses to the critique that they have emphasized
basic research and the principle of rigor at the cost of applied
research focusing on relevance. We show that they are aware
of the rigor—relevance gap and express their concern by
increasingly writing on this subject.

Fig. 1 shows the publication rates of articles on rigor
versus relevance in five-year intervals over the period from
1961 to 2010. As illustrated, the frequency of publications of
this type has increased over time. Until about 1996, there
were minor waves of articles on this topic, but a significant
increase is observable from this year onward. This is pre-
dominantly due to the increase in the number of articles on
the gap published in the two scholarly journals of the Acad-
emy of Management, AMJ and AMR, and in BJM. This finding
shows that prominent researchers and editors, predomi-
nantly in themost established journals in the field of manage-
ment studies, acknowledge the emergence of another, and
possibly conflicting, organizing principle in their field: prac-
tical relevance. Given that the logic of applied research
forms part of the debate on rigor and relevance, this debate
also reflects the emergence of the logic of applied research in
the field, if only on a discursive or rhetorical level.
3 We draw on the Financial Times Global MBA Rankings 2011, as
published on the Financial Times webpage on April 29, 2011, http://
rankings.ft.com/businessschoolrankings/global-mba-rankings-2011
(first published on January 31, 2011).
4 More information on the sample for this research question is

provided in the findings section.
Scholars’ perception of institutional demands

A crucial question in the rigor-versus-relevance debate is
whether the dominant logic of basic research is capable of
providing a basis for applied research as well. We investi-
gated this question by drawing on the 127 articles in our
sample that explicitly deal with the rigor—relevance gap.
Twelve of these articles are editorials. The majority of these
articles express the opinion that basic research also serves
the needs of practice (see, e.g., Barney, 2005; Bell, 2009;
Bettis, 1991; Mintzberg, 1977; Saari, 2007; Salipante & Aram,
2003). Thus for them, the rigor—relevance gap is essentially a
communication problem. Scholars have to communicate
intensively with practitioners to learn about their problems.
Then they have to research these problems and communicate
their results in a way that practitioners can understand. Since
problems in management practice usually do not fall neatly
into the category of one particular discipline, interdisciplin-
ary research has to be conducted. Also, it is recommended to
intensify activities that translate research results into prac-
tice, for example by including even more — or more exten-
sively — informative sections on practical implications in
their academic publications, by publishing results in profes-
sional journals and using a language that practitioners can
understand, and by demonstrating the usefulness of their
research when teaching students and training executives.

Many authors argue that research that aspires to have a
practical use requires a different epistemology than the usual
research in management studies. Consequently, they develop
new methods but usually do not discuss the compatibility of
these methods with the dominant logic of basic research. In
most cases, compatibility is assumed without any explicit
reference to this subject. The new epistemologies suggested
are as follows: collaborative research (Amabile et al., 2001;
Bartunek, 2007; Mohrman, Gibson, & Mohrman, 2001; Van de
Ven & Johnson, 2006), action research as a special form of
collaborative research (Druskat & Wheeler, 2003; Eden &
Huxham, 1996), science of management design (Starkey,
Hatchuel, & Tempest, 2009; Van Aken, 2004; Van Aken,
2005), Mode 2 research (Burgoyne & James, 2006; Huff,
2000; Kelemen & Bansal, 2002; MacLean, MacIntosh, & Grant,
2002; Mitev & Venters, 2009; Starkey & Madan, 2001;
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Tempest & Starkey, 2004; Tranfield & Starkey, 1998), and
evidence-based management (Rousseau & McCarthy, 2007).5

The majority of authors implies that it is possible to
produce research results that are simultaneously rigorous
and relevant, while conceding that not all research must be
so. For example, Hodgkinson and Rousseau (2009) (p. 534)
assert that ‘‘contemporary management research demon-
strates numerous approaches to doing research of high scho-
larly quality and practical relevance.’’ However, their way to
assess relevance consists of practitioners’ interest in certain
theories, not of the application of these theories into solu-
tions that solved existing problems. In very few articles, a
trade-off between rigor and relevance is conceded, but
different implications are drawn. Authors such as Vermeulen
(2007) or Tushman and O [49_TD$DIFF]’Reilly III (2007) point out that
‘‘pure’’ research whose findings are published in highly
ranked academic journals, on the one hand, and research
that can be communicated to practitioners, on the other,
each require a different kind of effort, but the authors assure
us that the extra effort invested into working out relevance
pays off by improving both kinds of activities.

It takes courage to step onto the thorny road to relevance,
and it takes cheerfulness to truly enjoy and sustain the
journey and the laborious interaction with the real world
of organizations. Yet if you commit to speaking with
people in practice about your work and force yourself
to formulate and undertake research that also matters to
them, at the end of the day, who knows, they might even
listen. (Vermeulen, 2007, p. 760)

McGahan (2007) and Kieser and Leiner (2009) argue that
basic research is a system hardly accessible to practitioners,
but that researchers can inspire practitioners to rethink
conventional solutions by confronting them with ‘‘counter-
intuitive insights’’ (McGahan, 2007, p. 249) or by demonstrat-
ing that accepted solutions do not deliver good performance
when conditions have changed.

A minority of authors concedes that basic research and the
search for practical solutions require different logics, although
they do not always provide theoretical underpinnings for that
assumption (e.g., Astley & Zammuto, 1992; Gulati, 2007;
Markides, 2007; McGrath, 2007; Mowday, 1997; Nicolai,
2004; Pfeffer, 2007; Shapiro, Kirkman, & Courtney, 2007;
Simon, 1967; Thomas & Tymon, 1982). For example, Simon
(1967, p.16)argues that anyattempt toorganizecollaboration
between practice-oriented and research-oriented faculty
members is like ‘‘mixing oil with water: it is easy to describe
the intended product, less easy to produce it.’’ Astley (1984)
(p. 269) argues that ‘‘it appears that the increasingemphasis in
management studies uponmatters of epistemological validity,
methodological rigour, and theoretical abstraction is actually
widening the gap between theory and practice.’’ In more
recent discussions, a few authors perceive an inconsistency
between basic and applied research but argue that, in the long
run, it can — and must — be avoided. For example, Gulati
5 Whereas collaborative research, action research, design
approaches, and Mode 2 seek to include the practitioner’s perspec-
tive in the research process, evidence-based management holds that
a thorough pursuit of the logic of basic research reduces the rigor—
relevance gap.
(2007) (p. 777) sees management researchers as falling into
two camps — ‘‘‘serious scholars’ or ‘management types’’’ —
and expresses the hope that it will eventually be possible to
define a new domain, ‘‘one that replaces ‘either-or’ with
‘and’’’ and thus to provide one big tent for all researchers.
He then asks: ‘‘If such a tent is not feasible, especially in the
short term, can we at least learn to sit simultaneously under
multiple umbrellas and occasionally invite strangers into our
ovals of shade?’’ (Gulati, 2007, p. 780).

The underlying rationale of most articles seems to be as
follows: if the trade-off between rigor and relevance can be
resolved, in principle, it is not necessary to evoke changes in
the predominant institutional logic of basic research, for
example, by changing the system of reviewing scholarly work
or the criteria for promotional decisions. Markides (2007) (p.
763) warns:

Before embarking on radical surgery, such as changing the
academic incentive system or subcontracting managerial-
ly relevant research to specialists — both of which are, in
my opinion, remedies that are worse than the disease — it
may be worthwhile to step back and take a fresh look at
the problem.

His remedy consists of recommending different research
strategies for younger and older researchers (thus implicitly
conceding a conflict): ‘‘We should encourage young aca-
demics to avoid the time-consuming exercise of trying to
publish their research in managerial journals and strive
instead to bring their research findings into their classroom
teaching’’ (Markides, 2007, p. 766).6

A minority of authors explicitly argues in favor of regula-
tive changes in the systems of incentives, promotion, or
reviews that are related to the logic of applied research.
For example, Pfeffer (2007) (p. 1342) maintains that

since citations measure scientific impact only imperfectly
and, moreover, we are presumably concerned about the
effects of research on professional practice above and
beyond just its scientific impact, we ought to assess
contributions along those broader dimensions measuring
the effects of our work as well.

Most authors in this group (see, e.g., Cohen, 2007, p.
1017; Thomas & Tymon, 1982; Vermeulen, 2007, p. 758) do
not present detailed recommendations but generally propose
that relevant research should be rewarded far more than it
has been.

Use of methodological practices from the logic of
applied research

Since quite a few articles discussing the rigor—relevance gap
propose new epistemologies in order to achieve more prac-
tical relevance, we sought to assess how many articles
actually base their empirical research on one of these
approaches. We thereby assumed that a widespread applica-
tion of the new methodological practices in management
6 The articles by Markides (2007) and Gulati (2007) appeared in an
Academy of Management Editors’ Forum on Research with Relevance
to Practice in Honour of Sumantra Ghoshal.
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Fig. 2 Percentage of articlesmentioning practical implications.
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research would indicate acquiescence to institutional
demands stemming from the logic of applied research. Of
the 127 articles that we categorized as dealing with rigor
versus relevance, nineteen articles include empirical ana-
lyses, yet only three of these articles present results from
empirical applications of the proposed gap-bridging meth-
odologies.7 These include results from collaborative research
projects involving academics and practitioners (Amabile
et al., 2001; Mohrman et al., 2001), and findings from Mode
2 research (Burgoyne & James, 2006). Thus, only a small
fraction of articles actually apply the proposed epistemolo-
gies with which the logic of applied research would manifest
itself within central research practices, meaning specifically,
methodological practices.

Practical implications sections in scholarly
articles

Furthermore,wewere looking for insights onwhether scholars
have started to elaborate on the practical usefulness of their
research results as a reaction to the existence of the logic of
applied research in the field of management studies. We
therefore used a keyword combination in search of all articles
in the selected scholarly journals (AMJ, AMR, ASQ, OS, BJM,
and JMS) on EBSCO’s Business Source Premier database from
1961 onwards. The results comprise articles that mention
‘‘practical/managerial implications,’’ ‘‘implications for prac-
tice,’’ ‘‘implications for practitioners,’’ ‘‘implications for
managers,’’ and other combinations of these words. As
Fig. 2 shows, the number of articles that contain at least
one of these terms has increased substantially since
1961. The increase was greater in AMJ than in other journals,
presumably indicating the editorial policy of this AOM-based
journal, which focuses on publishing empirical studies.

Publications in practitioner-oriented journals

In this section we compare articles in practitioner-oriented
journals with articles in scholarly journals. Publications in
7 Since the new methods have been suggested as gap-bridging, it is
very unlikely that they have been applied in articles without refer-
ence to the gap and that we have thus overlooked them.
practitioner-oriented journals are another important prac-
tice that has been suggested in response to the rising demand
for practical relevance. Analyzing practitioner-oriented arti-
cles, we further sought to understand how management
scholars respond to the different institutional demands from
the logic of basic research and from the logic of applied
research. We therefore focused on articles that the tenmost-
cited management authors published between 1976 and
2010 in the practitioner-oriented journals of our sample.

According to Kelemen and Bansal (2002), in academic
articles, authors usually start with a comprehensive review
of the literature, develop hypotheses on the basis of a
critique of prior theoretical conceptualizations and research
findings, and, finally, enrich knowledge by empirically testing
their hypotheses. In contrast, articles in practitioner-
oriented journals tend to present ‘‘success stories,’’ best
practices, and principles (‘‘what managers should do’’ and
‘‘what managers should avoid’’). Miller, Greenwood, and
Hinings (1997) (p. 74) perceive a ‘‘schism’’ between ‘‘nor-
mative’’ and ‘‘academic’’ publications on organizational
change which they attribute to the way

writers treat organizational contexts [assuming a need for
change vs. having to explain such a need], acknowledge
different interest groups in organizations [identifying with
the interests of top management vs. identifying with
multiple groups], and attempt to grapple with the critical
pessimism of academic research.

Our findings corroborate the differences between aca-
demic publications and publications for practitioners
(Table AI, Supplementary Data). Between 1976 and 2010,
the ten most-cited authors published 67 articles8 in the
practitioner-oriented journals of our sample. In nineteen
of these studies, the authors present empirical findings from
their own — basic — research. However, when authors discuss
their own empirical studies, they do it in a simple form by
showing graphs or frequency distributions. If they discuss
methods at all, they do it in just a few lines. One article is
based on a model analysis. The remaining 47 articles are
essays, that is, they neither present empirical results nor a
model analysis. In ten of these articles, the author(s) expli-
citly referred to one or more corresponding academic arti-
cles. In fourteen articles, we could identify corresponding
academic articles by comparing topics, co-authors, year of
publication and empirical findings presented. However,
references to the authors’ own empirical studies are usually
not very detailed. A typical example is: ‘‘Our understanding
of patching emerged from almost a decade of research into
the reasons behind corporate success in high-velocity, inten-
sely competitive industries’’ (Eisenhardt & Brown, 1999, p.
75). In their articles for practitioners, researchers rarely
build on their research findings to develop recommendations.
In the few cases in which they try to do that, the inferences
drawn for practitioners generally do not correspond with the
scientific results reported in the academic articles. It seems
that the differences in the crafting of publications cannot be
explained by referring to a necessity to translate basic
8 We excluded editorials, interviews, case studies, and book
reviews.



9 According to the Financial Times Global MBA Rankings 2011.
10 As our data collection took place in 2011, the last possible year
was 2010, although the career of the selected authors might still be
continuing.
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research into a language practitioners can understand. A
discussion of theories and concepts — a common feature of
academic articles — could be found in only 28 articles.
However, in comparison with academic articles, these con-
ceptual discussions are restricted to a limited number of
approaches, mostly two. Not a single article explicitly intro-
duces hypotheses.

In the majority of cases, practitioner-oriented articles
only provide background information on an author’s research
in a loose manner. For example, having published a number of
academic articles on high velocity environments (Bourgeois &
Eisenhardt, 1988; Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt & Bourgeois,
1988), Eisenhardt and her colleagues turn to general topics in
practitioner-oriented journals, such as pacing (Eisenhardt &
Brown, 1998) or patching (Eisenhardt & Brown, 1999). They
thus refer to concepts that she and her co-authors had not
previously introduced in that form in academic articles.
Another example is Hambrick and his co-authors, who publish
research on strategy (Geletkanycz & Hambrick, 1997) and on
top management teams (Hambrick, Davison, Snell, & Snow,
1998) in academic journals and utilize the accumulated
knowledge for practitioner-oriented articles on such general
themes as ‘‘Are you sure you have a strategy?’’ (Hambrick &
Fredrickson, 2005) or ‘‘Outside directors with a stake: The
linchpin in improving governance’’ (Hambrick & Jackson,
2000). Forty-nine practitioner-oriented articles contain
one or more success stories. From these success stories
and their general discussion, the authors delineate how-to
principles, often supplemented by checklists, step-models,
or simple analytical tools.

To conclude, in practitioner-oriented articles, authors
only cursorily refer in one of three ways to their basic
research published in academic journals: (1) in most cases,
the authors do not relate to their empirical findings but
discuss problems of interest for practitioners that are con-
nected with their own and other scholars’ research in non-
specified ways, or (2) vaguely refer to their empirical work,
or (3) if they refer to specific research, they do not present
details on methods, contingencies, or more differentiated
statistics that would help the reader to evaluate the strength
and significance of findings–—and the risks of implementing
recommendations. These findings show that the most-cited
scholars in the field of management studies are conforming to
different logics when crafting their publications for aca-
demics or for practitioners. When publishing in academic
journals they adapt to the logic of basic research; and when
writing for practitioner audiences they conform to the orga-
nizing principles of the logic of applied research.

Publication practices throughout a scholarly
career

As we have shown above, Markides (2007) (p. 766) recom-
mends that younger researchers ‘‘avoid the time-consuming
exercise of trying to publish their research in managerial
journals,’’ implying that the time spent on practice-oriented
papers would be wasted for one’s scientific career. In this
section we report on the extent to which researchers appear
to follow Markides’ advice and, in doing so, assume a conflict
between the logics of basic and applied research.

To shed light on changing publication practices over the
course of their careers, we identified 201 authors who are or
have been affiliated with the top five American business
schools9 (Wharton School, Harvard Business School, Columbia
Business School, Stanford University, and MIT Sloan School of
Management) in the period from 1961 to 2010 and who
published at least one article in both the academic and
practitioner-oriented genres of journals. We included the
110 authors whose academic career lasted for at least
20 years. To calculate the duration of careers, we searched
the ISI Web of Knowledge/Social Science Citation Index for all
publications of an author, drawing only on results under the
subject areas categorized as ‘‘business’’ and ‘‘management’’
in order to exclude coincidentally homonymous authors. We
considered the year in which the first publication of an author
was published as the start of this person’s academic career
and treated the last year in which an author published new
work as the end of that career.10 Our analysis requires the
identification of a time span in which articles have been
published, and we deemed the first ten years after the initial
academic or practitioner-oriented publication as the early
phase of a scholar’s career, and the ten years before the last
(included) publication as the late career phase, respectively.

With regard to the publications of all 110 authors, 813 aca-
demic and 268 practitioner-oriented publications fall into the
first ten years of their academic careers. The same authors
wrote 734 academic and 288 professional articles in the last
ten years of their careers. In our sample, we identified
Academy of Management Executive, Business Horizons, Cali-
fornia Management Review, Fortune, Harvard Business
Review, MIT Sloan Management Review (including prior
names of this journal), Journal of Advertising Research,
Organizational Dynamics, Quality Progress, Research-Tech-
nology Management, Training & Development, and Work-
force as practitioner-oriented journals.

Affiliation with a specific business school seems to strongly
impact publication practices with regard to practitioner-
oriented and academic publications, going from an almost
equal distribution in the early career phase at Harvard to only
9.20 percent of practitioner-oriented articles in the early
career phase at Columbia (see Table 1). Nevertheless, at four
of the five business schools, the percentage of publications in
practitioner-oriented journals is higher in the late stage of
the scholars’ careers. Only MIT Sloan School of Management
deviates from the proposed relation between career stages
and the tendency to publish in practitioner-oriented jour-
nals; here scholars have a higher percentage of professional
articles in their early career phase than in their late stage.
The average number of academic publications per person
indicates that adherence to the logic of basic research by
publishing articles in academic journals is especially impor-
tant in the early career phase, which is probably due to the
pressure of achieving tenure. The results of chi-square tests
indicate that the probability of publishing in a practitioner-
oriented journal is not independent of a given phase of an
academic’s career. This result is significant for Wharton and
Stanford ( p < 0.05). One might assume that the deviant
result for MIT Sloan School of Management is due to other



Table 1 Differences in publication practices in stages of a scholar’s academic career: chi-square test of independence according
to business school affiliation.

Wharton
(%)

Harvard
(%)

Columbia
(%)

Stanford
(%)

MIT
(%)

Total
(%)

Total
without
MIT (%)

Percentage of professional articles:
early career phase

18.62 49.52 9.20 19.79 26.60 24.79 24.41

Percentage of professional articles:
late career phase

25.71 56.08 11.92 34.62 16.00 28.11 31.02

Average of academic/professional
articles per person: early career phase

8.2/1.9 4.2/4.2 12.3/1.3 7.9/1.9 6.6/2.4 7.4/2.4 7.6/2.4

Average of academic/professional
articles per person: late career phase

7.2/2.5 3.3/4.2 12.3/1.5 6.0/2.6 8.0/1.5 6.7/2.6 6.4/2.9

Chi-square 4.76 1.72 0.62 4.96 6.39 2.98 9.36
p-value < 0.05 n.s. n.s. 0.05 0.05 * n.s. (0.1) 0.005

[13_TD$DIFF]* MITshows significant differences of the publication practices in career stages, however the relation is inverse; more professional articles
are published in the early career phase.

Table 2 Differences in publication strategies due to the stage of a scholar’s academic career: chi-square test of independence
according to generation cohorts.

1950s (%) 1960s (%) 1970s (%) 1980s (%)

Percentage of professional articles: early career phase 36.11 32.84 20.56 23.76
Percentage of professional articles: late career phase 42.86 30.15 21.15 32.10
Average of academic/professional articles per person:
early career phase

3.8/2.2 5.9/2.9 8.2/2.1 8.0/2.5

Average of academic/professional articles per person:
late career phase

4.0/3.0 4.1/1.8 8.6/2.3 6.8/3.2

Chi-square 0.37 0.27 0.04 8.18
p-value < n.s. n.s. n.s. 0.005
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factors like the increase of issues per year11 of the related
MIT Sloan Management Review or changed recruiting policies.
Thus, excluding MIT, the result of the chi-square test of
independence is highly significant ( p < 0.005).

This result led us to ask whether the tendency for authors
to publish in practitioner-oriented journals in later phases of
their career has gained momentum over the period of our
study. A tendency in this direction can be seen as an indicator
that academic publications in line with the logic of basic
research have become more important in the field than
practitioner-oriented publications that are shaped by the
logic of applied research. Our findings indeed suggest that
institutional changes in the field from 1961 onwards have also
shaped publication practices. The publication of articles in
top scholarly journals increasingly became a criterion of
academic merit as well as one for promotional decisions
(Macdonald & Kam, 2007). To understand changing publica-
tion practices as a response to competing institutional logics,
we created generation cohorts according to the decade of
the first publication of an author registered on the ISI Web of
Knowledge/Social Science Citation Index. Of the 110 authors
in our sample, six authors belong to the 1950s, 23 to the
1960s, 35 to the 1970s, and 46 to the 1980s generation
cohort.
11 A third issue (Winter) was introduced in 1968, a fourth issue
(Summer) in 1979.
The results (see Table 2) indicate that the tendency of
scholars to shift practitioner-oriented publications to later
years of their careers has become stronger in recent decades.
While publishing academic articles has generally gained
importance in both early and late career stages, the gap
between the number of academic articles and the number of
practitioner-oriented ones has widened. Concerning the
influence of individual career stages, the first three genera-
tion cohorts reveal relatively constant percentages of practi-
tioner-oriented publications in early and late career phases;
while in the 1980s generation cohort, late career publication
practices deviate strongly from those in early career phases
(see Fig. 3). Remarkably, the results of the chi-square tests
for the 1980s generation cohort show with high significance
( p < 0.005) that the tendency to publish in practitioner-
oriented journals is not independent of the career phase
of scholars. For the preceding generation cohorts, chi-square
tests yield no significant results.

Discussion and conclusion

Our empirical study aimed at exploring how management
scholars in their publication practices react to a situation of
institutional complexity, namely the existence of two com-
peting institutional logics, the logic of basic and the logic of
applied research. Having outlined theoretical accounts on
different strategies that actors can draw on to deal with
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Fig. 3 Percentage of professional articles for different gener-
ation cohorts and career phases.
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institutional complexity in section three, we now discuss our
empirical results against this background.

Compartmentalization appears to be the dominant coping
strategy of management scholars in response to competing
institutional demands. Our results suggest, first, that this
special form of decoupling occurs when scholars publish in
separate outlets for different target audiences (academia
versus management) and, second, it involves compartmen-
talization in the sense of time sequencing, especially with
respect to the lifelong publications of management scho-
lars. Scholars from leading business schools who happen to
write in both academic and practitioner-oriented journals
only selectively and cursorily base their articles for practi-
tioners on their research. They enrich their discussions of
practical problems with ideas inspired by their academic
background knowledge, yet they do not mention any the-
ories that framed their analyses or scientific methods to
legitimize their practitioner-oriented recommendations.
These findings indicate that scholars separate the two
spheres of academic research and of management practice
in their journal publication practices. It is likely that they
associate each sphere with a particular institutional logic
(the sphere of academic research with the logic of basic
research and the sphere of management practice with the
logic of applied research) and with particular roles (that of
a scholar, on the one hand, and a consultant, on the other)
(Werr & Greiner, 2008).

Authors who publish in academic as well as in practitioner-
oriented journals do the latter predominantly in later years
of their career. In their early career phases, scholars tend to
demonstrate their mastery of rigorous research, since this is
what advances their careers. At the same time, they, or
rather some of them, also do not resist demands stemming
from the logic of applied research but conform to them in
another (i.e., later) period (when, presumably, an adoption
of applied research practices no longer affects their tenure).
Thus by sequentially separating academic-oriented from
practitioner-oriented publications, management scholars
are able to comply with each logic in a particular period
of their careers. This coping response to plural institutional
demands is an interesting example of sequential compart-
mentalization that — unlike short-term tactics — relates to
individuals’ strategic career perspectives.
Compartmentalization as a strategy further corresponds
to a finding from our qualitative content analysis of the
127 articles that explicitly deal with the perception of the
rigor—relevance gap. In their discussion of institutional
demands, authors evoke different notions of compartmenta-
lization. Most of them suggest that both logics can be pursued
separately by, for instance, putting in more effort to ‘‘trans-
late’’ research results to practitioners afterwards by either
publishing in professional journals or by intensifying the
discussion of ‘‘practical implications’’ in the respective jour-
nal article sections. Thus, while most authors assume that
different efforts and even different epistemologies are
necessary, they are convinced that it is possible to pursue
rigorous and relevant research at the same time. Gulati
(2007), for instance, describes compartmentalization as
being linked to distinct scholar identities: the ‘‘management
types’’ and the ‘‘serious scholars.’’ Few articles (Simon,
1967) question whether both logics can be satisfied and seem
to suggest a strategy of resisting one institutional demand, in
this case by defying the importance of the logic of applied
research. Also very rare are the calls from the opposing side —
advocating more practical relevance through the adoption of
the logic of applied research — to introduce dramatic changes
to the academic reward and promotion system (Pfeffer,
2007). Compartmentalization as the separation of conflicting
forces thus proves to be the dominant means to prevent
clashes.

Balancing conflicting demands, another coping strategy
identified by Kraatz and Block (2008), is also relevant, though
less obvious, when accounting for management scholars’
responses. Although scholars do not only comply with some
claims while denying the importance of others, they gener-
ally place special emphasis on rigor while implying that this
criterion is, simultaneously, the necessary — if not sufficient
— condition for relevance. They constantly try to create the
impression, for example in Presidential Addresses at Acad-
emy of Management Meetings, that rigor and relevance are
not really in conflict, that research excellence is the basis of
relevance, that the better the research quality, the higher
the relevance of concepts offered to practitioners. The
management research field thus seems to expect researchers
to establish a balance between activities in fulfilment of
conflicting institutional demands.

We interpret the rising number of articles on rigor and
relevance as a sign that management scholars increasingly
acknowledge the importance of paying tribute to the demand
for more practical relevance and also as a sign that reflects
the awareness of a tension between different institutional
logics. The reaction of management scholars can be seen as a
balancing or, in the terms of Pache and Santos (2010), as a
compromise strategy: they produce talk about the practical
needs of management, thereby acknowledging an obligation
and fulfilling the minimum requirements for accepting the
claims for practical relevance. By giving the importance of
applied research a voice in academic publications, the
authors demonstrate their awareness of the need for prac-
tical relevance. This evidence of their awareness can be used
in dialogues with the press, politicians, and representatives
of practitioner associations. However, the majority of practi-
tioners will not take notice of this debate. Studies have
shown that practitioners pose different questions than aca-
demics do and rarely read articles in academic journals
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(Gopinath & Hoffman, 1995; McKenzie, Wright, Ball, & Baron,
2002). The difficulty to reach practitioner audiences with
academic journals becomes even more obvious when we
consider ‘‘practical implication’’ sections in academic arti-
cles. While our data indicates that practical implications are
increasingly mentioned, this information does not reach the
managers and thus remains decoupled from management
practice. Furthermore, while the numbers of articles with
sections on how managers might apply research results
increases, scholars are not required to present actual
changes in practice or prove that the effects of such changes
have moved in the direction of the practical implications that
they identified.

So what we see is that the logic of applied research
actually triggers changes in management scholars’ publica-
tions. However, these changes can hardly be related to the
desired outcome of an increased practical relevance of
research. Few scholars apply the methodological practices
that are associated with the logic of applied research, includ-
ing Mode 2, action research, evidence-based management,
and design approach. This finding suggests that management
scholars allow changes to take place at the discursive level of
their research while central practices of their research — the
methods they use — remain shaped by the logic of basic
research. Considering that changes take place largely on a
symbolic level, the response of management scholars can be
classified as a ‘‘classical’’ form of decoupling, that is, policy—
practice decoupling (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Meyer &
Rowan, 1977) or decoupling of talk and action in Brunsson’s
terms Brunsson (1993, 2002). If consistency between talk and
action cannot be achieved, the actors, in our case manage-
ment scholars, can resort to justification, that is, to explana-
tions of how ideas are in principle in accordance with planned
or accomplished actions. Brunsson (2002) (p. 172) described
this form of decoupling as hypocrisy, since it means ‘‘that
ideas and action do not directly support one another. . . . We
could say that the action is being protected, in that manage-
ment [in our case the community of management scholars]
satisfies by talk the demands which the action does not
meet.’’

Talking about the need to use ‘‘applied’’ methods seems to
indicate that scholars are acting according to the exigencies
of the logic of applied research, whereby they would gen-
erate confidence and good faith among those field members
who expect changes in this regard (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).
Yet since this discourse on new methodologies does not lead
to changes in the chosen research methods on a broader
scale, it can be seen as an example of an avoidance tactic
that aims to conceal nonconformity and buffer internal
activities from external audiences (Pache & Santos, 2010).

To summarize, we find that management scholars handle
the institutional complexity of two competing logics in their
field mainly by using balancing and compartmentalization
strategies (Kraatz & Block, 2008), or compromise and avoid-
ance strategies (Pache & Santos, 2010). It seems when
avoidance tactics like policy—practice decoupling are
employed, the logic of basic research remains unaffected
and continues to provide the dominant organizing principles
for management scholars’ publication practices. However,
the logic of applied research has already brought about
certain changes in publications, and its existence appears
to depend on compromises with the dominant logic of basic
research. These individual responses to institutional com-
plexity can explain how two presumably competing institu-
tional logics coexist in the field.

Reflecting on the results, we find that the conflict
between rigor and relevance does not seem to cause serious
trouble for management researchers. It is a conflict that the
members of the scholarly community predominantly fight
out among themselves. Practitioners who are usually por-
trayed as the victims of management studies’ focus on basic
research usually do not assume an active role in this conflict.
Since very few of them read academic management journals
(Gopinath & Hoffman, 1995; McKenzie et al., 2002), practi-
tioners in general are not capable of estimating the damage
incurred by them as a result of management scholars’
assumed (over-)emphasis of basic research. Probably it does
not even occur to them that their interests might not appro-
priately be taken care of by management researchers. Many
of them read articles that they find inspiring written by
management scholars in practitioner-oriented journals such
as Harvard Business Review, California Management Review
or MIT Sloan Management Review, and they listen to key-
notes by management scholars at meetings of professional
organizations. Perhaps the company they are working for
once hired a scholar consultant — a professor from a top
university who simultaneously runs a consultancy (Adler &
Beer, 2008, p. 552; Werr & Greiner, 2008, p. 94) — for
managing a change project to management’s full satisfac-
tion. Overall, they might find the knowledge of newly hired
graduates sufficiently useful with regard to their company
practice. In addition, the business school rankings of the
Financial Times or Business Week create the impression that
graduates are furnished with useful knowledge. Those who
criticize a lack of relevance in management research are
predominantly the management scholars themselves. Those
who criticize management research for being too strongly
dedicated to basic research, in a self-referential fashion,
construct problems inflicted on practitioners, problems that
emerge from an overemphasis of basic research. As Thorpe,
Eden, Bessant, and Ellwood (2011) (p. 420) remark: ‘‘There
is an irony here that the Academy’s default reaction to an
accusation of a lack of relevance is to engage in yet another
academic debate.’’ The irony is even greater when one
considers that members of the community launched the
accusation. Some contributors to this debate may not have
altruistic motives. For them, the debate offers a chance to
publish in a new field and earn impact factor points. Thorpe
et al. (2011) (p. 429) hold that ‘‘the rigour—relevance
debate in management research endures, with little pro-
spect of resolution.’’

Since practitioners do not read academic management
journals, ironically, they are also unable to value the innu-
merable inspirations they could possibly draw from reading
the ‘‘implications for practice sections’’ that top-ranked
journals require from their authors (see, e.g., ‘‘AMJ Informa-
tion for Contributors, 2014’’). Authors obediently speculate
about practical implications their basic research could pos-
sibly entail. They must be aware that neither the editor nor
the reviewers are practitioners themselves. They are thus
unable to adequately evaluate practical implications from a
practitioner’s perspective. Furthermore, the overwhelming
majority of readers of these implications would not belong to
the target audience.
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It is not at all surprising that management researchers
adhere to the logic of basic research because their employers,
the business schools, have to uphold the principle of rigorous
scientific research and to make sure that scholars respond to
this demand in order to retain their school’s position among
research universities. Achievement in basic research is the
dominant criterion for an academic career, for acquiring posts
at prestigious schools, for being invited as editors and co-
editors of prestigious journals, for receiving awards of excel-
lence —management scholars share all these distinctions with
scholars fromother disciplines and perceive themas themajor
sources of their identities. It is also not surprising thatmanage-
ment scholars experience a need to produce research that is
useful for the practice of management. What is surprising is
that the majority of management researchers are convinced
that research that is useful for practice should follow the same
logic as research that is regarded as contributing to the
advancement of theory. Research is about explaining phenom-
ena. Only people trained in discussing theories and applying
scientific methods are able to generate research questions
that advance academic theories and methods. Practitioners
are confronted with problems of a different kind. In their
attempts to find answers to the questions they are confronted
with, practitioners find themselves confrontedwith a plethora
of publications in scholarly journals that they, not being
trained in theory discussions or scientific methodologies, have
great difficulty to understand let alone to relate them to their
problems.These texts canonly beunderstood in the context of
the scientific debate to which these publications intend to
contribute.

In this article we have argued that the different institu-
tional logics of applied and basic research are the reason for
different publication practices of management researchers as
they try to handle this situation of institutional complexity.We
are thus able to explain changing publication practices like an
increase in ‘‘practical implications’’ sections in journal arti-
cles, the heightened attention given to the discussion of the
rigor—relevance gap, and the publication in practitioner-
oriented journals during the later stages of one’s career, as
a reaction to competing institutional demands in the field of
management research. However, it might be helpful to tone
down the rigor—relevance debate and to accept the publishing
game in management studies as a situation of institutional
complexity that cannot be resolved easily.
Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary material related to this article can be
found, in the online version, at http://dx.doi.org/10.
1016/j.scaman.2015.02.001.
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