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Philosophers for generations have explored how to make knowledge productive. 
Each of us must find a personal pathway between research and practice. Drawing 
on his personal experience in both academics and consulting, Dave Ulrich shares an  
approach to blending the fields of research and practice, giving us hands-on ideas for 
making our knowledge productive.
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E
veryone engaged in manage-
ment (academics who do re-
search, practitioners who gov-
ern, consultants who advise) 

navigates the polarity of theory ver-
sus practice. This essay suggests 
ways to understand, navigate, and 
find a personal pathway through 
trade-offs between theory/research 
versus practice/solution.

Philosophers for generations 
(e.g., Aristotle, Plato) and, more 
recently, epistemologists (John 
Locke, David Hume, Rene Descartes) 
have explored the nature of knowl-
edge including the dialectic of 
inquiry (theory) versus action 
(practice), or how to make knowl-
edge productive. Legacy thinkers 
have suggested that bridging theory 
and practice benefits both:

•  He who loves practice without 
theory is like the sailor who 
boards ship without a rudder 
and compass and never knows 
where he may cast. - Leonardo 
da Vinci

•  Experience without theory is 
blind, but theory without expe-
rience is mere intellectual play. 
- Immanuel Kant

•  In theory, theory and practice 
are the same. In practice, they 
are not. - Albert Einstein

•  There is nothing so practical as 
a good theory. - Kurt Lewin

These theory/practice debates 
regularly occur in biology, educa-
tion, engineering, law, medicine, 
psychology, sociology, and manage-
ment.1 On the one hand, academics, 
as organization and management 
scholars, often focus on develop-
ing theories to explain timeless 
patterns of managerial activity 
validated by research using the 
scientific method of hypothesis 
testing and incremental knowledge 
accumulation. Success comes with 
publication in leading academic 
journals, and the process is insti-
tutionalized through promotions 

(tenure). On the other hand, prac-
titioners (managers or consult-
ants), face pressing problems 
that require timely solutions. 
Success is measured less by the 
theoretical richness of ideas or 
research rigor and more by actions 
that resolve a pressing challenge so 
that stakeholders get results. 

Colleagues have analyzed 
and lamented the increasing gap 
between academic rigor and mana-
gerial relevance because of differing 
goals, unique language, incentives, 
time frames, and skills.2 Many have 
explored closing this gap with initia-
tives such as action research, action 
learning, appreciative inquiry, design 
thinking, evidence-based manage-
ment, reflective practice, and other 
approaches.3  

Ultimately, each individual discov-
ers a personal pathway through this 
theory/practice thicket. Learning from 
others’ explorations highlights options 
to make knowledge productive. This 
essay proposes a personal coaching 
guide by reviewing three choices in 
my journey that might be relevant for 
you: [1] challenge traditional assump-
tions about knowledge, [2] claim your 
personal choice, and [3] if inclined, 
engage in relevant research or prag-
matic theory to meld theory/research 
and practice/solution.

[1] Challenge Traditional  
Assumptions about Knowledge
At his retirement celebration, one of 
my mentors reviewed the message 
he was taught decades ago in a top 
graduate school about the hierar-
chy of scientific scholars: math-
ematicians were at the top of the 
pecking order, followed by physi-
cists, natural scientists (biologists, 
chemists, earth scientists), econo-
mists, social scientists (sociology, 
psychology, political scientists), 
with management scholars (often 
in business schools) at the bottom 
of this ranking system. 

In a similar way, some believe 
in a hierarchy of knowledge provid-

ers, with those who explore theory/
research and publish in x, y, and 
z journals followed by those who 
teach next-generation students, 
followed by consultants who offer 
advice, and ultimately managers 
who act. Such comparative assump-
tions exacerbate the theory/
research versus practice/solution 
gap leaving each group justified 
in stereotyping and denigrating 
the other. Academics might label 
practitioners as quick-fix charla-
tans, purveyors of silver bullets, or 
faddish. Practitioners might label 
academics as ivory towers, egg 
heads, quixotic, and irrelevant. 

A more positive and bridge-
building assumption is that 
thoughtful individuals make 
conscious choices about where 
they want to primarily contribute 
their intellectual energy and how 
they define success. For academics, 
rigor is relevance; for practitioners, 
relevance improves with rigor. As 
such, ranking a hierarchy of profes-
sional identity is less relevant than 
rating the quality of work within 
that identity. Ranking one profes-
sional orientation above another is 
demeaning and dysfunctional. 

If you cling to the assumption 
prescribed to my mentor (which he 
did not believe or practice) about a 
hierarchy of knowledge, then you 
will never bridge the gap between 
theory/research and practice/solu-
tion. A virtuous spiral starts with 
mutual respect where each side 
appreciates the other. With respect 
for others, you can better accept 
your personal choices. 

[2] Claim Your Personal Choice: 
What Do I Want?
With mutual respect for your and 
others’ career choices, you then 
face the never-ending personal 
challenge of knowing what you 
want. Abraham Maslow wisely said, 
“It isn’t normal to know what we want. 
It is a rare and difficult psychologi-
cal achievement.” Without knowing 
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want you want, others may define 
your wants for you, often not in your 
long-term interest. Yet, this seem-
ingly simple question becomes 
complex because answering it 
requires an awareness of personal 
strengths, passions, and values. 

The self-reflection questions 
to probe what you want most are 
not new but worthy of continued 
musing:

•  What is the identity I would like 
to be known for?

•  What problems do I want to solve? 
•  Who is the audience I would like 

to spend time with and influence?
•  What would be the indicators of 

my feeling successful?
•  Who are the colleagues I most 

admire?

Answering these questions 
often comes from experience even 
more than intent: 
•  Am I more excited by an academic 

publication or helping a leadership 
team solve a business problem?

•  If I had to choose between present-
ing a paper at an academic confer-
ence or meeting with a senior busi-
ness team, which would I chose?

•  When I introduce myself to new 
groups, what is the first line of 
my identity? 

•  In my private personal musings, 
what  do I  most  of ten th ink 
about – clarification of the new 
ideas or application of the 
ideas?

Almost everyone has personal 
experiences that help answer these 
self-reflection questions. 

Early in my career, I was doing 
an all-day Friday leadership work-
shop for a senior business team. 
At the 9:00 am break, participants 
discovered that an activist investor 
had just gone from 4.9 percent to  
15 percent stock ownership to green-
mail the company. When execu-
tives returned from the break, they 
asked me about how to respond.  

I did not know what to suggest, so 
they dismissed me and engaged 
in a real-time problem-solving 
session. I went home and spent 
time seeking academic literature 
on how to battle greenmail, but, at 
that time, found almost nothing. So 
I spent time crafting a response and 
met again with the team on Tues-
day. Together, we discovered an 
approach that helped the leaders 
through this crisis. This experience 
captivated me as I found helping 
them solve their real-time chal-
lenge was intellectually stimulating 
and emotionally meaningful.

Similar encounters with demand-
ing challenges have occurred over 
and over again throughout my 
career as I have found that I seek 
and like to muse on complex, real-
time, and undefined problems with 
unsolved questions:

•  Why do firms in the same indus-
try with the same earnings have 
different market value? This has 
led to years of studying intangi-
bles and the leadership capital 
index.

•  What makes an effective organi-
zation? This work pivoted a focus 
on organization as morphology 
and structure towards seeing 
organizations as bundles of 
capabilities. 

•  How does an organization create 
and implement a culture that 
delivers value to customers? 
This has led to the understand-
ing of leadership and culture as 
brand from the outside in.

•  Why do change initiatives not 
create sustained change? This 
has led to the work on lead-
ership sustainability, change 
disciplines, and culture change.

•  Even with all the research and 
efforts on employee sentiment 
(engagement, commitment, 
experience, well-being), why 
are employees not increasing 
their sentiment scores? In the 
book The Why of Work, this led 

to a synthesis of how to capture 
employees’ hearts as well as 
hands, feet, and heads.

•  How do organizations wisely 
target their human capital invest-
ments when they often spend  
1 to 3 percent of their annual 
revenue on talent, leadership, 
organization, or HR initiatives?

Often, initial answers to these 
(and many other) questions require 
creation of new explanations and 
ideas, which, over time will be 
tested and honed. I found I like being 
in the early 10 to 20 percent of the 
S-curve of ideas with impact, which 
requires creativity and explora-
tion more than rigor and testing. In 
doing so, I like to create new knowl-
edge that leads to productivity.

So what questions fascinate 
you? Shape your identity? Trigger 
your best thinking? Define your 
success? What impact do you want 
to have? Who is your audience? 
How do you define success?  

As you define what you want, 
recognize that success requires 
both competence and commitment. 
Competence means you have the 
skills to do the task; commitment 
means the task is something you 
feel passion about and are dedi-
cated to doing. To become a legiti-
mate scholar requires extensive 
training and the ability to grapple 
with theoretical ideas and test 
them with scientific rigor. Rigor is 
the relevance of the scholarship 
discipline. To become a success-
ful practitioner requires extensive 
experience to recognize and solve 
problems that deliver individ-
ual, business strategy, customer, 
financial, and community results. 
Commitment means having the 
endurance to stick with a pathway 
even through difficulties. 

Knowing what you want also 
shapes short- and long-term actions. 
For example, publishing simply 
to get tenure and then moving to 
what you really want in terms of  
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application is a misguided assump-
tion and false positive. Doing so 
wastes many of your most produc-
tive years. This attitude implies 
a hierarchy (academic respect 
through tenure is more important 
than anything else). Focusing only 
on tenure ignores and belittles the 
price paid to do practitioner work. An 
academically elite colleague, soon 
after getting tenure, approached me 
and asked: “Now that I have tenure, I 
would like to consult. What should I 
do?” The implicit message was “How 
do I now go make more money by 
sharing ideas through consulting?” 
My colleague was surprised by my 
response: “Spend 80 to 100 nights 
on the road listening to, teaching, 
and coaching leaders so that you 
know what they are most inter-
ested in.” He was disenchanted with 
my response, believing that meet-
ing tenure requirements implied 
a license to consult, when, in fact, 
he did not have much to say that 
was relevant to business leaders. 
The commitment to scholarship 
requires knowing theory and being 
able to do rigorous research to test 
it, which sometimes means reject-
ing ideas and revising and resub-
mitting until ideas are honed and 
accepted. The commitment to rele-
vance means observing, hearing, 
and appreciating business chal-
lenges practitioners face, which 
sometimes means that anticipated 
solutions don’t work in changing 
business contexts. See figure 1 for a 
summary of these personal choice 
questions, which are very similar 
to the four quadrants based on the 
quest for fundamental understand-
ing (theory/research) or considera-
tion for use (practice/solution)  and 
adapted to business school.4, 5 Plac-
ing yourself in this grid is useful, 
both in the present and for your 
future. 
Self-reflection questions:
1.  What is the identity I would 

like to be known for?
2. What problems do I want to solve? 

3.  Who is the audience I would like 
to spend time with and influence?

4.  What would be the indicators of 
my feeling successful?

5.  Who are the colleagues I most 
admire?

[3] Engage in Relevant Research or 
Pragmatic Theory to Mold Theory/
Research and Practice/Solution
If you respect various identities and 
want to engage in the art of making 
knowledge productive (top right cell 
in figure 1) by melding theory and 
practice, let me offer a few sugges-
tions.6 As you respond to colleagues, 
you may be asked if you are more 
macro or micro? Focused more on 
theory, research, practice, or solu-
tions? An academic or a consult-
ant? Seeking fame or fortune? Your 
answer to most of these questions 
will be “yes.” You master making 
knowledge productive by becoming 
a polymath who is ambidextrous 
with a wide range of knowledge. To 
integrate theory, research, practice, 

and solutions, you need to connect 
and not separate ideas from action.  
Figure 2 lays out my logic for making 
knowledge productive through rele-
vant research, pragmatic theory, 
and ev idence -based pract ice 
leading to solutions.

•  Theory answers the why ques-
tion and helps frame problems 
so that findings can be replicated 
over time and settings.8 Theory 
without research is daydream-
ing; theory without practice is 
idle and esoteric thought. To 
offer sustainable explanations, 
theorists need to be committed 
to research that tests ideas and 
to practice that grounds ideas.9 

•  Research answers the how 
question and helps discover 
reality versus myth, to sepa-
rate valid insights from popu-
lar opinion.10 Research without 
theory is unguided empiricism; 
research without practice is 
a convenience study without 

Fo
cu

s o
n 

th
eo

ry
/re

se
ar

ch

Hi
gh

Produce Knowledge
1.   Academic scholar; thought leader.
2.  Develop and test theory.
3.  Influence future scholars and shape 

ideas that others use.
4.  Publish in journals and earn  

university status.
5.  Surround self with academic 

colleagues.

Make Knowledge Productive
1.  Relevant researcher or pragmatic theorist  

as a polyglot.
2.  Turn ideas into impact. 
3.  Shape thinking and action in management 

and organization settings.
4.  Solve unforeseen problems and share 

lessons learned.
5.  Spend time with academics, consultants, 

and managers.

Lo
w

Rely on Others for Knowledge 
1.  Respond to others.
2.  Don’t initiate but respond to  

others’ requests.
3.  Work within personal role and 

responsibilities.
4.  Do personal job as asked and  

don’t make waves.
5.  Fit in with the system.

Improve Productivity
1.  Practitioner (consultant or manager).
2.  Solve challenging business issues.
3.  Work with organization stakeholders.
4.  Succeed by solving problems  

and creating value.
5.  Join networks of other professionals.

Low High

Focus on practice/solution

Figure 1: What do I want?
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sustainability.11 Researchers need 
to know why they find what 
they find (theory) and how to 
make their findings useful to 
others (practice).12  

•  Pract ice answers the what 
que st ion  by  e x per ienc ing 
and solving current business 
problems.13 Practices with-
out theory are isolated and 
discrete events; practices with-
out research are false hopes. 
Practitioners need to be rigor-
ous in their thinking so that 
they are not carried away on 
the latest winds of popular 
management fads.

•  Solutions result when theory, 
research, and practice come 
together to offer evidence -
ba se d insight s  t hat  ma ke 
knowledge productive.14 
If you want to engage in the 

journey of making knowledge 
productive, let me suggest seven 
steps, consistent with other views, 
that have worked for me and might 
be adapted for you.

1.  Start by observing a phenom-
enon. Integration of theory, 
research, and practice requires 
grounding in a phenomenon. 
Phenomenologists encourage 
thinkers to experience, think 
about, and write about what is 
happening that is of interest to 
them. The phenomenon may 
come from observation of an 
individual, leadership, or orga-
nization challenge and often is 
something that is a bit quirky 
or unusual. I listed a number of 
these observations and ques-
tions above that have shaped 
my inquiry. One example that 
has captivated me is that firms 
in the same industry with the 
same earnings have different 
market values.

 2 .    Create your point of view. 
Once you have described a phe-
nomenon, often with a question, 
probe why you think this might 
be happening. Your explana-
tions draw on your experiences 
and knowledge and create your 

point of view. As noted above, 
figuring out why firms in the 
same industry with the same 
earnings have different mar-
ket values led to our point 
of view on intangibles. Cre-
ate your point of view before 
exploring other forces and 
innovative thinking deeper – 
you will then gain more clar-
ity about the potential causes 
for the phenomenon.

3.   Discover other relevant per-
spectives. Once the phenom-
enon and explanations are 
proposed,  systemat ica l ly 
reviewing what others have 
sa id is helpful.  Generally, 
many theoretica l perspec-
tives may inform and predict 
why things happen as they 
do with research that tests 
these theories.15 To unravel 
intangibles, we ended up re-
viewing economic, investor, 
and organization literatures. 
Because we had observed and 
described a clear phenomenon 
and explored why we thought 
it might exist, we were able 
to synthesize how others had 
tried to make sense of this 
market quirk that informed 
and validated our thinking. 
By drawing on the theoretical 
underpinning from others, we 
helped position our work in 
the knowledge network of what 
others have studied. Because 
we had thought a priori about 
our solutions, we were also 
able to discover how our ideas 
differed from current theory 
and research. From this work, 
we were able to identify spe-
cific questions we wanted to 
explore, which expanded the 
existing knowledge network. 
Without drawing on previous 
work, practitioners often re-
package old ideas, not recog-
nizing that others have often 
already made great progress 
on problems they are trying to 

Challenging assumptions;
defining what you want

Theory:
Why things happen?

Research:
How to track what happens?

Practice:
What things happen?

Replicating across events;
learning from
experiences

Solutions:
Developing pragmatic theory;
ensuring relevant research;

offering evidence-based practice

Determining patterns
from events; using data

to test hypotheses

Figure 2: Logic and Flow to Make Knowledge Productive
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solve. Sometimes, practitioners 
implement what others have 
done; at other times, when 
they recognize previous work, 
they are able to create new 
insights. Our work on intan-
gibles lead to the leadership 
capital index and organization 
guidance system, novel ways 
to evaluate the market value 
of leadership and human capa-
bility that complements other 
work.

4.  Be rigorous in your methods. 
Research methods and sta-
tistical approaches allow you 
to answer your questions 
with discipline. The methods 
should match the research 
questions, ranging from ex-
ploratory and qualitative to 
analytical and quantitative. 
In our intangibles research, 
since many of the ideas were 
exploratory, we did extensive 
interviews to figure out how 
investors thought about hu-
man capability (talent, leader-
ship, and organization). This 
led to other quantitative re-
search that helped answer our 
questions about market valu-
ation. Using current AI/ma-
chine learning technology, we 
were able to bring innovative 
data collection and analysis to 
the question of market value. 
As you make knowledge pro-
ductive, you are likely to be 
asked, “How do you know your 
solution works?” Relevant re-
search moves beyond person-
al opinions and isolated case 
studies to explore patterns 
and replication of ideas. Your 
research design and methods 
validate answers to the ques-
tions you want to answer. 

5.  Tie findings back to the problem. 
Once you have done your re-
search, you should close the 
loop and return to the original 
phenomenon. Have you added 
to the understanding of what 

is happening and why it is hap-
pening? Has your theory and 
research been able to offer new 
ways to think about and act on 
this phenomenon? In our in-
tangibles work, we moved be-
yond some of the outstanding 
previous work on intangibles 
(patents, technology, brand) 
to explore a new category of 
intangibles (human capabil-
ity). When you connect back 
to the phenomenon you are 
trying to solve, you are likely 
to build on existing work and 
create new insights, and your 
knowledge becomes productive.

6.  Learn. Learning is the abil-
ity to generate and generalize 
ideas with impact, so envi-
sioning how your work will of-
fer insights to multiple stake-
holders is useful. What would 
those experiencing the phe-
nomenon do differently? In our 
intangibles work on market 
value, what would we say to 
investors? Leaders? Scholars? 
Anticipating these conversa-
tions, what is missing in our 
work? In addition, what ques-
tions emerge or remain after 
answering the questions we 
started with? Learning means 
that with every set of answers 
come additional questions.

7.  Share insights. Ultimately, knowl-
edge is productive when it is 
shared with others. This shar-
ing may come in the form 
of speeches, blogs, reports, 
workshops, training, conversa-
tions, or articles. While many 
academic journals continue to 
be focused on the expansion 
of theory through the rigors 
of research, some publica-
tions attempt to bridge this 
gap. Management Business 
Review (MBR) has the goal “to 
bridge management practice, 
education, and research, and 
thereby enhance all three.” By 
modeling collaboration across 

eleven business schools, MBR 
also distributes ideas with 
impact by weaving together 
theory, research, practice, and 
solutions.  
If you chose to make knowledge 

productive, these seven steps are 
not always linear or explicit, but 
they lay out the process for those 
who choose to participate in this 
work. 

Conclusion: Turn My Experiences 
into Your Journey
The gap between theory/research and 
practice/solution can and should both 
continue and be bridged. Continuing 
the gap means that thoughtful 
colleagues have chosen where they 
want to engage. Some will choose to be 
academic scholars and others practi-
tioners. With mutual respect, others 
will choose to be relevant researchers 
or pragmatic theorists to help make 
knowledge productive. The good news 
is that support for this bridging role is 
increasing with outstanding colleagues 
who share the agenda publication 
outlets to distribute ideas and insti-
tutional support with formal roles. 
The better news is that if you want to 
engage in making knowledge produc-
tive, you can do so to meet your 
personal career expectations. 
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t h e  R o s s  S c h o o l  o f 
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Michigan, and a partner 
at The RBL Group con-
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celebrated author, has edited HR 
journals, has spoken to large audi-
ences globally, has performed work-
shops for many Fortune 200 compa-
nies, and has coached successful 
business leaders. He is known for 
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plex ideas into simple solutions, and 
creating real value for those he 
works with. dou@umich.edu
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