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What is the role of research in business schools,
and how is it different from the role of research in
disciplinary departments? Donald Stokes, in Pas-
teur’s Quadrant: Basic Science and Technological
Innovation (1997), suggested that the classic dis-
tinction between “basic” research (performed with-
out practical ends, intended to develop general
knowledge and an understanding of nature and its
laws) and “applied” research (performed in the ser-
vice of some immediate end) is both inaccurate and
pernicious. Instead, he proposed that research can
be undertaken both as a quest for basic understand-
ing (rigor) and with considerations of use (rele-
vance). Drawing on Stokes’s taxonomy, we argue
that research in strategy and organizations would
be better served if it were more grounded in the
phenomena. We suggest that executive education
contexts offer an underleveraged way for faculty
and doctoral students to develop relationships with
practitioners that can enhance the veridicality of
our research and improve our field’s ability to teach
material that is both rigorous and relevant.

As professional schools located within univer-
sities, business schools and their faculties have
an obligation to serve multiple masters. As re-
sponsible teachers and researchers, we contrib-
ute to the development of fundamental ideas and
concepts, in the service of knowledge building,
even as we link these ideas and concepts, in the
service of practitioners (e.g., Bartunek, 2003;
Hambrick, 1994; Roethlisberger, 1977; Rynes,
Bartunek, & Daft, 2001). Unlike our colleagues in
disciplinary departments, where research can be
done unencumbered by the criteria of relevance,

business school faculty have a different, and
more substantial, standard. Unfortunately, the
conventional labeling of research as either basic
or applied obscures this difference.

Stokes proposed that understanding and use are
orthogonal, not at the opposite ends of a contin-
uum. In his view, research can be evaluated on two
dimensions: (1) the degree to which a quest for
basic understanding motivates it and (2) the extent
to which it is an attempt to solve a particular prob-
lem. Some research is undertaken in an effort to
improve understanding of a phenomenon, with no
thought of specific use (e.g., Neils Bohr and the
discovery of atomic structure). Other research is
done simply to develop applied uses (e.g., Thomas
Edison and the invention of the phonograph), and
still other research emerges from both a quest for
fundamental understanding and a desire to apply
the findings (e.g., Pasteur and the development of
microbiology).

Where conventional academic disciplines are
typically about a quest for understanding (rigor)
with little thought of use (relevance), business
schools, and professional schools more generally,
are about both—and thus, operating in Pasteur’s
quadrant—with research that is both rigorous and
relevant. Whereas disciplinary departments legiti-
mately operate in Bohr’s quadrant (rigor without
the relevance criterion), and whereas consulting
firms operate in Edison’s quadrant (relevance with-
out the rigor criterion), Stokes’s challenge to pro-
fessional schools and their associated professional
societies is to develop communities that jointly
value the quest for fundamental understanding and
considerations of use. Figure 1, adapted from
Stokes, graphically depicts the quadrants his book
describes. Pasteur’s Quadrant’s call for scholars to
pursue fundamental understanding of phenomena
with the goal of tackling major real-world problems
is also echoed in James March’s and John Reed’s
perspectives on the nature of faculty research in
business schools (Huff, 2000).

In spite of all the progress made in the fields of

Portions of this essay were presented at a London
Business School conference in honor of Sumantra
Ghoshal, in May 2007. Adam Kleinbaum, Jeff Polzer,
Robin Ely, and our AMJ editors provided helpful feed-
back on this work.

� Academy of Management Journal
2007, Vol. 50, No. 4, 769–774.

769

Copyright of the Academy of Management, all rights reserved. Contents may not be copied, emailed, posted to a listserv, or otherwise transmitted without the copyright holder’s express
written permission. Users may print, download or email articles for individual use only.



organization behavior, organization and manage-
ment theory, strategy, and innovation over the past
25 years, these fields have had very little impact on
practice. Too often faculty in our fields excel at
rigor but are less interested or competent when it
comes to practice (e.g., Pfeffer & Fong, 2002; Ver-
meulen, 2005). Perhaps worse, our lack of connec-
tion to the organizational phenomena we purport to
study results in the development of theory uncou-
pled from the real world, leading some to suggest
that it may be that “bad management theories are
destroying good management practices” (Ghoshal,
2005: 86). In a classic vicious cycle, business
school faculty who teach research that is devoid of
practical implications often become alienated from
their students and, in turn, retreat into ever more
irrelevant research (e.g., Bennis & O’Toole, 2005).
This cycle threatens to damage our reputation with
key constituencies and the legitimacy of business
schools more generally (Khurana, Nohria, & Pen-
rice, 2005; Pfeffer & Fong, 2002). Indeed, Shapiro,
Kirkman, and Courtney (2007) argued that our re-
search is lost both before as well as in translation!

This concern about rigor without relevance is
evident in Palmer’s (2006) review of the articles in
Administrative Science Quarterly. James Thomp-
son and Edward Litchfield, the founders of ASQ,
suggested that their journal help develop funda-
mental understandings that could inform action.
Thompson and Litchfield aspired to a cycle of ac-
tion in which basic social science research could be
employed for the improvement of human endeav-
ors. Like Stokes (1997), Thompson and Litchfield
identified “academic medicine, law, and engineer-
ing as models for the emerging field” (Palmer, 2006:
537). Yet 50 years later, Palmer (2006) observed

that ASQ has been largely irrelevant to the world of
practice, that it has “not given voice to work moti-
vated by the desire to develop knowledge that can
improve managerial or other practice” (Palmer,
2006: 550). Palmer claimed that an important cause
of the disjuncture between rigor and relevance is “a
silent majority of academics that advocate disinter-
est in practice in order to achieve scientific objec-
tivity” (2006: 548).

This defensive orientation to the phenomena on
the part of this “silent majority” threatens to under-
mine our research, our doctoral programs, our MBA
and executive education teaching, and our institu-
tional legitimacy. Although we know much, we are
collectively diffident about developing this knowl-
edge with practitioners, as though a close interac-
tion with the phenomenon might diminish our ob-
jectivity, blur boundaries, raise particularistic
issues, and lead to conflicts of interest (e.g., Kim-
berly, in press; McKelvey, 2006). Our field’s silent
majority has the confidence (or hubris) to suggest
that we can deduce important research topics and
gather useful data only through disinterest. In con-
trast, we believe that this self-imposed distance
from the phenomena we study reduces the quality
of our field’s research, undermines the external
validity of our theories, and reduces the overall
relevance of the data used to test ideas.

EXECUTIVE EDUCATION AS A CONTEXT
FOR ENGAGED SCHOLARSHIP

Aspiring to facilitate research that occupies Pas-
teur’s quadrant, we have argued that executive ed-
ucation settings can be fruitful venues in which
to shape research that is both rigorous and rele-

FIGURE 1
Three Quadrantsa

a Adapted from Stokes (1997: 73).
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vant (Tushman, O’Reilly, Fenellosa, Kleinbaum, &
McGrath, 2007). We argue that executive education
in general and custom programs (executive pro-
grams custom-developed for a particular firm or set
of firms) more specifically can create contexts
where business school faculty and thoughtful prac-
titioners might forge relations that foster virtuous
cycles of knowing (faculty and doctoral student
research) and doing (linking scholarly research to
real-world practice).

For example, we have collaborated with IBM
over a five-year period in a series of custom pro-
grams that linked our research on innovation, lead-
ership, culture, design, and change to their specific
strategic challenges. This executive education rela-
tionship was rooted from the outset in our commit-
ment to link our field’s research to their issues and
in IBM’s understanding that we had distinct re-
search agendas. Through these programs, we have
been able to directly apply our field’s research to
their strategic issues. These workshops have had an
impact on practice at IBM (e.g., Harreld, O’Reilly, &
Tushman, 2007), and we have been able to deepen
our understanding of the relations between innova-
tion, executive leadership, and organizational de-
sign. For example, our work on ambidextrous de-
sign, dynamic capabilities, and senior teams was
significantly advanced by interacting with senior
leaders and testing our conceptual ideas against
their experience (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2007; Tush-
man, Smith, Wood, Westerman, & O’Reilly, 2007).
Our concepts were shaped by their reality (Benner
& Tushman, 2002; Smith & Tushman, 2005). Access
to IBM data was substantially facilitated by their
understanding of the importance of research to us
and our doctoral students.

Further, through these engaged relationships
with IBM, we have discovered topics that have
become central to our current research. For exam-
ple, our work on cross-line-of business innovation
(Kleinbaum & Tushman, 2007), corporate ambi-
dexterity (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2007), and dy-
namic capabilities (Harreld et al., 2007) has
emerged from this relationship. The level of trust
built over the years has also resulted in a unique
social network data set and in access to the full
set of IBM’s attempts to execute cross-line-of-
business innovation.

These collaborative relations between business
schools and firms are consistent with Van de Ven
and Johnson’s (2007) notion of “engaged scholar-
ship” and Chatman and Flynn’s call for “full-cycle
research” (2006). This ability to co-create knowl-
edge that is both professionally important and man-
agerially relevant is not unique to Harvard Business
School, Stanford, or IBM. Many of our colleagues

have experimented with innovative relations with
firms that protect the integrity of faculty research
even as they work to apply social science research
in a fashion that impacts a firm’s specific strategic
issues (see Tushman, O’Reilly, et al., 2007). These
examples of engaged scholarship and relationships
anchored in joint respect for research as well as
relevance are associated with virtuous cycles
whereby knowing affects doing and doing, in turn,
affects knowing.

In the 50 years since the foundings of AMJ and
ASQ, the various fields of management scholarship
have developed deep reservoirs of research-based
knowledge. Our theory and research results can
provide coherent frameworks to help executives
more deeply understand and then act on strategic
issues. Our concepts can help practitioners develop
more complex cognitive models of their firms. Fur-
ther, our involvement with their managerial issues
in executive education programs can deepen our
understanding of the phenomena and increase our
insight into topics that are important to us, such as
strategy formulation and implementation, organiza-
tional design, innovation, and change. Collabora-
tive interactions with thoughtful executives help
faculty increase the set of experiences from which
more creative research questions can be induced
(Weick, 2006).

As Chatman and Flynn (2006) noted, the devel-
opment of high-quality theory requires that re-
searchers move back and forth between observation
of natural phenomena, construction of abstract
models, and subsequent testing and refinement of
theory. These related knowing/doing activities in
turn affect the quality and substance of our teach-
ing. Finally, the more sustained these relations, the
greater the mutual trust they engender. As trust in
these relations evolves, it becomes easier to help
junior faculty and doctoral students also benefit
from the opportunity to build their own engaged
relations with firms. With all this potential, as a
field, we dramatically underexploit these opportu-
nities of leveraging executive education contexts.

IMPLICATIONS OF PASTEUR’S QUADRANT
FOR DOCTORAL PROGRAMS AND

FACULTY DEVELOPMENT

If operating in Pasteur’s quadrant is an important
mandate for business schools, then the doctoral
programs and the mentoring of junior faculty in
those schools should be informed by the dual cri-
teria of rigor and relevance. Further, if executive
education settings are fruitful contexts for develop-
ing relations with executives who value engaged
scholarship, then we as scholars can be more pro-
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active in leveraging executive education in our doc-
toral training and in our mentoring of junior
faculty.

Operating in Pasteur’s quadrant, where both a
quest for fundamental understanding and consid-
erations of use drive research, suggests that our
doctoral programs encourage students to identify
research questions anchored in managerially im-
portant organizational phenomena. Our doctoral
programs should pivot on the choice of research
question—and then train our students in the use of
appropriate, discipline-based theoretical and meth-
odological tools. Whereas dissertations are now of-
ten driven by disciplinary concerns, we believe
that the source of research questions should be the
phenomena, not the traditions or constraints of a
given disciplinary point of view. Further, since the
phenomena we study are inherently cross-disci-
plinary, theory and methods from multiple disci-
plines should drive our students’ training. Our stu-
dents should demonstrate strength in a core
discipline and depth in an associated discipline
(e.g., sociology and economics).

Doctoral programs that train their graduates to
operate in Pasteur’s quadrant would have matrix-
like designs. A student would choose a research
question on the basis of a phenomenon (the hori-
zontal axis of the doctoral program design) and
then select several disciplines to inform this re-
search question (the vertical axis of the design).
Helped by their senior faculty advisors, doctoral
students could leverage executive education set-
tings to get closer to their phenomena of interest
and test their ideas by interacting with managers
who had come to campus and are in a frame of
mind to be thoughtful about the world of practice.
Students could then leverage relationships formed
in executive education contexts to get access to the
phenomena and, in turn, build unique databases.
Dissertations rooted in broad, substantive problems
(e.g., interdependent innovation) would provide
bases upon which emerging scholars could build
research streams. Further, to the extent that disser-
tations were informed by phenomena, junior fac-
ulty would be better informed, more credible
instructors.

The current reward system for faculty in research
universities is clear: promotions of junior faculty
members are based on their ability to do first-class
research and to have an impact on how the field
thinks and talks about some important phenomena.
Careers are made or lost on disciplinary rigor
(Bohr’s quadrant). However, too often, such re-
search is so discipline-based that it lacks external
validity. Without encouragement from senior fac-
ulty to couple their research to practice, junior

faculty risk becoming more and more uncoupled
from issues faced by their students. If so, it is in-
cumbent on senior faculty to actively help their
junior colleagues link their research to practice.

This linkage can be helped by encouraging junior
faculty to engage more with practitioners while the
latter are on campus—not as consultants, but as
researchers interested in more deeply understand-
ing organizational phenomena. On-campus engage-
ment should not be rooted in solving short-term
managerial problems, but in inducing from practi-
tioners their most fundamental strategic, team,
leadership, and/or organizational challenges. Such
interactions with engaged practitioners can help
faculty discover the gaps between phenomena as
they exist in practice and the current state of aca-
demic knowledge. Links to practitioners who are
grappling with issues related to our junior col-
leagues’ research interests provide both parties
with added value. The practitioner gets research-
based insights, and junior faculty get closer to the
reality of the phenomena they are studying. Contact
of this sort with managers also provides insight into
organizational reality that faculty can use both in
the classroom and in their research.

CONCLUSION

Ghoshal claimed that “nothing is as dangerous as
a bad theory” (2005: 86). Uncoupled from the phe-
nomena we purport to study, our field is more
likely to develop bad theory—theory that is be-
holden to academic strictures and not to the actual
phenomena of interest. We argue that robust theory
is more likely to be developed by dispassionate
faculty interacting with practitioners who live what
we purport to study. Such dispassionate faculty
members have a clear sense of the boundaries be-
tween consulting and research, do not become
trapped by a focal firm, and are able to forge en-
gaged relations with practitioners. Management
scholars have much to offer and much to learn in
these relations. And although there are many ways
to build collaborative relationships, we suggest that
they are particularly well developed in executive
education contexts.

We suggest that operating in Pasteur’s quadrant,
where rigor and relevance are jointly valued, is the
appropriate strategic position for business schools.
Whereas Ghoshal (2005) argued that deans and
business school executive boards must push their
institutions toward engaged scholarship, and Hoff-
man (2004) argued that the academy itself must be
changed to affect this shift, ours is a more modest
proposal. We suggest that executive education is a
fertile and underleveraged setting in which prac-
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tice can be impacted through our teaching, and we
can engage practitioners to help us more deeply
understand the phenomena that we aspire to study.
Attention to boundary issues is clearly crucial (see
Kimberly, 2007; Tushman, O’Reilly, et al., 2007),
yet when executive education is done well, busi-
ness schools can strategically couple it to research,
to doctoral education, and to the development of
junior faculty. This leveraging of executive educa-
tion involves helping faculty see the potential in
this boundary spanning and developing adminis-
trative structures to support the links between man-
agerial relevance and faculty research.

To leverage these executive education possibili-
ties, faculty must be interested both in a quest for
fundamental understanding and in application.
Faculty members who have discovered how to le-
verage executive education contexts can help their
silent majority colleagues see the possibilities of
using these settings to further their research agen-
das and enhance their teaching quality. Frankly
speaking, faculty who desire to pursue knowledge
without consideration of use (Bohr’s quadrant) or
who pursue use without knowledge generation
(Edison’s quadrant) should probably not be in a
professional school. It is research that both leads to
provocative theory and can be translated into prac-
tice that differentiates business schools from disci-
plinary departments and from consulting firms. We
see executive education as a relatively simple yet
underleveraged context where business schools
can live into Pasteur’s quadrant.
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