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Abstract


The value and contribution of research is conceptualized in terms of three key dimensions phenomena and/or context, theory and methodology.  Using examples from marketing, I show how different kinds of contributions can be made.  Generalisation is a core issue but several different types exist, not all of which are relevant in judging the academic weight of research.  It is argued that in an applied discipline like marketing, managerial versus academic generalization can become confused and this tends to limit and compromise the value of our research.  The paper is designed to help beginning researchers become more aware of what makes good and interesting, academic research.





Introduction


A graduate from a PhD program in the USA applied for a job some years ago at a University one of us was working for at the time.  Somewhat surprisingly he described his doctoral research as developing a marketing plan for an island in the Caribbean.  He was asked what the nature of his contribution was and how his results could be generalized.  He informed the selection panel that the marketing plan could be used for other islands and, after some more reflection, suggested that it could be applied to “land marketing” in general.  This was not the kind of generalizing the committee had in mind or the type of contribution it expected from a doctoral dissertation and the person was not hired.


This non apocryphal story raises an issue that often confuses beginning research students in trying to select a suitable topic for their research and leads to a lot of confusion between the nature of commercial research and academic research.  We are all marketing academics so I will focus on this area.  My aim is to outline the various meanings of the term “generalise” as it applies to academic research and how this relates to identifying the value and contribution of a piece of research. The term “generalise” means to draw conclusions or knowledge from one context and apply them to a (another) broader context.  There are many ways this can be done, not all of which are of academic relevance.  They include: statistical generalization; empirical or phenomenological generalization; theoretical generalization; methodological generalization; and managerial generalization. 


Any research has three primary dimensions a phenomena and context, theory and method and a contribution can be made in terms of one or more of these dimensions i.e. research contribution = f(phenomena and context, theory, method).  I will use these three dimensions to organize my discussion of research contribution


Phenomena and Context


What makes the study of particular phenomena “interesting”?  In part it is of interest because it has not been studied before.  But not everything is worth studying.   All studies are necessarily limited to a particular time, place and context but we wish to learn about more than the specific phenomena itself.  We don’t want a theory of Woolworth’s in a particular suburb, expressed entirely in terms specific to that particular context, as that will not help us understand anything else.  Academics seek to generalise knowledge, to see the general in the particular.  They also want to be able to apply general theory to specific contexts and phenomena - to go from the general to the particular.  Hence we are not ruling out helping managers or others in specific contexts.  The study of a particular phenomena is interesting from an academic perspective because it helps develop and/or refine a more general understanding or theory of phenomena.  


The philosopher Murray Davis (1971) argues that “All interesting theories, at least all interesting social theories, … constitute an attack on a taken for granted world of their audience” (p311).  Furthermore “The ‘taken-for-granted world’ includes not only this theoretical dimension but also a practical dimension as well.  A theory will be considered truly interesting only if it has repercussions on both levels” (ibid).


Understanding starts with description, classification and demarcation of phenomena and from there we proceed to identify patterns and processes and drivers of the phenomena we study.  But description and classification is not usually interesting unless we are studying a new type of phenomena of significant magnitude or potential impact or which cannot be understood in terms of existing theory.  The internet or internationalisation are phenomena that spawned a host of descriptive, classification type research in the beginning.  But this only goes so far.  Finer and finer distinctions and classifications are only relevant if they expose us to problems that require theory development to understand them.  At the turn of the century many articles were published describing, classifying and enumerating types of retail and distribution organisations and the functions they performed.  This helped focus attention on the phenomena to be explained but did not do much explaining in terms other than itself.  Later, existing theories were used and developed and new theories developed that helped account for the patterns, structure and developments taking place.


Phenomenologically interesting is one type of interesting.  But if the thing we are studying is not of intrinsic interest and importance it can still be interesting managerially (and policy), theoretically and methodologically.  Only the latter three are academically relevant but the first is always in the background in an applied discipline like ours.


Theory


Something is theoretically interesting because it allows us to learn about something more than itself i.e. we are able to generalise. What makes a study generalisable is the extent to which our results can be used to give insight into other phenomena – to see it in terms of something broader than itself.  Part of this is statistical inference and depends on the quality of our sampling and measurement but it is more than this.  To what class or type of phenomena are we hoping to generalize?  Is a study of e-marketing practice meant to help us understand e-marketing practice in other nations or in the future?  Will it help us understand marketing practices in general?  Will it help us to understand innovation, new product adoption or organizational change?  What makes the study interesting academically relates to the kinds of phenomena to which you can apply your understanding. 


In order to decide about the kinds of generalizations we can make we call upon theory.  Theory provides us with the perspective we bring to bear on a phenomena.  How we see it in relation to other phenomena.  A class of phenomena is an abstraction based on theory.  Thus a firm may be a retailer and we seek to know about retailing behaviour.  We could be interested only in the specific firm and want to develop a theory of its behaviour.  This is the realm of commercial research and managerial generalization.   


Theory represents and guides our generalization from one context to another.  Thus from a study of relations between firms in the Venetian Blind industry in NSW we learn about the nature of interfirm relations in distribution channels or industrial networks or interorganisational relations generally.   But we are not interested in generalising from a study of relations in one Venetian Blind industry to another Venetian Blind industry.  That is pure empirical generalisation with minimum theory underlying it – even though it does entail some assumptions.  


A specific phenomena (Px) is explained or described in terms of a specific theory (Tx).  We can express this as Px = f(Tx), where,  f means explained or understood in terms of.  Is a specific theory T of a narrowly defined phenomena P making a contribution to our understanding?  If it has not been studied before then it is novel in a sense.  But is it academically interesting or not?  Is it managerially interesting or not?  A theory of the behaviour of people who shop at my local Woolworth’s may have never been done before, let alone reported in the Journal of Marketing.  It may be of interest to have such a theory of the particular to the manager of Woolworth’s, or the local council, but it is of no academic merit unless it can be generalised in some way to apply to other particulars that have something in common with it.  And this “something” concerns common principles, concepts and explanandum, not some superficial aspect like the colour of the store logo or the size of the manager because we don’t see them as theoretically relevant.  They do not help explain or describe the phenomena in a way which links us in to other types of knowledge and understanding.  


We can also explain Pi in terms of another theory Tj which may be developed to explain another specific phenomena Pj or a class of phenomena of which Px is one example. So we can write: Px = f(Tj) where Pj = f(Tj) and there may be a number of such theories we can use to describe and/or explain any given phenomena, depending on what we see it as an example of.  This relates to how generalisable a theory is. 


Consider as an example the study of factors affecting people’s intention to revisit FMCG web sites.  Does this have academic weight in terms of its potential contribution to knowledge and understanding?  FMCG web sites are a relatively recent phenomena that have been little studied, so the research could be described as original.  It also focuses on a class of phenomena, not just a specific firm’s web site, so it is not equivalent to a theory of my local supermarket.  But is that sufficient?  Does this phenomena call for new theory because no one has previously proposed a theory of intentions to revisit FMCG web sites?  Is this phenomena likely to call for new types of explanatory concepts and principles or does it call for the application of existing theory?  From one view, it is still people behaving and using a service. It is not like a new type of particle in physics or a new creature in biology or a new type of chemical or material.  It also appears to be a rare phenomena, which could present problems, as few people apparently visit such web sites and, presumably, even fewer revisit.  


How can we see this research in terms of something more general?  It is an example of the use of a new type of advertising and communication vehicle and we could see it in terms of people’s consumption of advertising and communication media - particularly new media.  This makes it similar to when the printing press, radio and TV etc started.  The web is different because it is not a broadcast media but how does this difference make a difference (academically)?  People have to choose to visit it.  Aren’t there other media like this? Are there more subtle parallels with concepts like selective perception, retention etc?   Viewed this way we see the phenomena in terms of communication systems and diffusion and adoption theory (both for suppliers and users).  Another way of looking at it is in terms of repeated behaviour.  People revisit places, people, reuse and rebuy products and services.  This brings in a whole other class of theories relevant to describing and explaining the focal phenomenon.  


Do you get the point?  We are seeing something specific in terms of something more general.  But where is the contribution?  Does the phenomena of interest have intrinsic characteristics that make it different from the other phenomena we see it in terms of?  For example is it more extreme in terms of a particular dimension or variable of interest?  If so, this means it can help us see something new about these other phenomena and we can use theory from these other types of phenomena to shed light on our particular context.  In this way we see both the general in the particular and the particular in the general.  If our phenomena is sufficiently different it can help us refine and extend theory - just like Einstein’s theory subsumed classical dynamics when we moved to consider things moving near the speed of light, or when high or low temperature physics was developed.  


How can we judge the significance of the contribution to knowledge?  Is it just an application of existing theory or does it involve changing, developing theory (real change not just new words)?  Significance depends on the degree of theory change times the generalisability of the phenomenon times the less often it has been studied. We can match theory and phenomena in different ways to come up with contributions in this way. 


The development of theory often comes from linking theory explaining phenomena in one context to another context such as theories of marriage and personal relations being applied to business relations, or theories of power from politics and sociology applied to interfirm or intra firm contexts.  In general we have theories developed in particular contexts or Theory = f(Context).  Sometimes the context is very broad as in theories of social psychology, psychology or economics.  Other times the context is more specific such as theories of innovation or internationalization.  The most specific are the kinds of theories in use that managers have and which are partly reflected in their plans.  These are borne out of a very specific context in which the firm operates. 


Such linking of theories across contexts requires a mapping of the constructs from one area to another and adding or subtracting constructs and relations as appropriate.  Using one manager’s theory in use to solve the managerial problems of another firm is an example of this.  Examples of this approach are when we try to generalize by identifying “best practice” or by researching manager’s mental models or theories in use to explain aspects of firm’s behaviour.  This may well help generate more general theories but we should be careful to recognize what managers can and cannot know about what affects the outcomes they perceive.  They are limited by the range of variation in contextual conditions they experience and they only know about some of the processes going on.  As a result they may be misguided in terms of what is really going on, and they may tend to exaggerate (intentionally or not) their own role and importance.  


An example of this is a theory of implementation of marketing strategies developed by Noble and Mokwa (1999).  They interviewed operating managers and asked them about successful and unsuccessful implementation efforts in which they have been involved and asked them to comment on the successes and failures of the implementation process.  From this they developed a theory of implementation success.  Then they tested their theory by surveying other managers.  They were able to support most of their theory.  But what kind of theory is it?  It was essentially a theory of manager’s theories of implementation success.  The “test” of the model was a test of agreement among managers and they mostly agreed.  Can we assume this theory represents “reality” or part of it?  It may be taken as a representative theory of manager’s mental models or theories in use and that is an interesting question is it not?  But it necessarily ignores factors affecting the results that managers could not know about.  Another issue here is the measurement of success.  This was self perceived and one may wonder as to what is driving what.  Surprise surprise managers said that success was linked to their own performance and commitment.  Which is the cause and effect here?  Unfortunately, this type of theory development and generalizing is common in marketing and other business disciplines.  Whereas what we really have is a contribution to understanding the contexts in which managers develop particular theories in use, rather than a theory of implementation performance, i.e. the theory in use becomes the subject of the research rather than part of the method.


Another way of linking theories across contexts is in terms of some underlying commonality of the phenomena or context.  Metaphors, for example, are ways of seeing one thing in terms of another.  Seeing a phenomena in terms of another type of phenomena’s theory is similar. The making of new links between phenomena and context and other phenomena and contexts is a creative act.  And it is a form of generalization.  It is analogous to the way we generate new ideas in creativity exercises or the way entrepreneurs recognise new opportunities based on the links made based on their prior knowledge (Shane, 2000).  Note that I am linking contexts when I write this - theory development and entrepreneurship and creativity.  New ideas mostly come from recombining existing ideas in new ways.  When we try to stimulate creativity we ask people to suspend judgment and engineer situations in which people are forced to make new links between ideas or concepts and then see if they have any merit.  This is the same as trying to link a phenomena in one context to some other phenomena or contexts – especially when we link to other contexts that have more developed theory to use and guide us.  


Method


So far, I have not mentioned much about methodology and how it can add to the academic contribution of research.  We crudely divide research methods into two broad types - quantitative and qualitative but this hides richer distinctions an interrelations.  Qualitative research has gained an increased following in recent years as a means of addressing marketing issues and not just as a precursor to quantitative analysis.  Even though more of use can handle the maths and stats, we seem to still find an important role for qualitative research.  It can be an end itself - a way of getting at types of phenomena that are not addressable meaningfully or not as well in a quantitative analysis.  The importance of context and the simultaneous presence of many variables and factors in a setting, the role of perceived reality and the theories in use of managers and customers, the role of history and its interpretation are not readily quantified except in a superficial sense. They require a discipline, a defendable interpretation, one that can gain agreement from peers - especially reviewers.  Also there are more rigorous sub methods now available to help boost reliability and validity such as multiple coders, interviewers, interpreters, theoretically informed sampling of cases, structured text analysis (e.g. Nudist), degrees of freedom analysis and the like. 


A research contribution can be made by developing or applying a new method to look at an old problem in a fresh or “better” way.  But “better” needs some justification.  It should deal with issues previously ignored or assumed away or it should develop more reliable or valid measures, or analyse things in superior ways..   Research have invented many types of hammers over the years which they can use to bash all sorts of research problems.  Fads and fashions in hammers come and go and you can join a bandwagon and get through on the basis of an application of the latest technique.  But,sooner or later, the technique becomes commonplace and accepted.  Then you have to tweak it or justify the contribution more.  Many things have been regressed, “Lisrelled”, factor analysed and clustered.  A really sophisticated application to a minor area of theory or phenomena can sometimes be enough because the rigour and sophistication is at a high level and is more easily judgeable. But beware.  In the days before the user friendly packages this was more the case than it is now.  Early on PhD’s and top notch publications came from just carrying out a factor analysis.  Now we can do a zillion before breakfast and know less as a result!  Now you are expected to become an adequate driver of whatever technique you use.  But introducing a new hammer from elsewhere is always a good ploy.


Three areas of methodology seem to me to be worth doing more with in marketing.  One concerns the large and fast growing area of complexity science and simulation and modeling.  The new types of evolutionary and self organising systems modeling allows us to make and study marketing systems that we could not otherwise study. All we have around us to study is the bits and pieces that nature happened to have left for us.  But we also can consider life or marketing as it could be (e.g. Casti 1997, Holbrook 2003).  This means looking at the dynamics and evolutionary processes that produce what we see around us and could maybe have produced other outcomes.  The study of complexity focuses on highly non-linear systems made up of many interacting and interdependent parts, where outcomes depend more on the relations between the parts not the properties of the parts themselves.  This is the nature of marketing systems and the problem context that an individual manger finds themselves in.  Hence this methodology is a rich source of potential application. Besides it is getting harder and harder to get adequate responses from busy executives in order to pursue our research by tradition survey type methodologies.  Hence we have to deal with optimising bad samples (which depends on our purpose in terms of generalising) and making phenomena rather than observing them as they occur (e.g. experimentation and simulations and modeling).


The second methodological area that is still underdone in marketing is social network analysis.  With the advent of UCINET 5 in windows version this methodology is now “user friendly” and all that stops its wider use is a lack of training and familiarity with the methods in most marketing schools. It offers new potential explanatory variables as new types of phenomena to measure and explain that go to the heart of marketing including communication networks, influence networks, production networks, innovation networks, distribution networks etc.


Third is the area of sequence and process analysis in which the time order of events and the causal sequences involved are identified and unraveled (e.g. Abbott 2001).  To date much of our research is dominated by an a-temporal variables based research agenda in which a general linear model guides our unpacking of the effect of multiple “independent” variables on some “dependent variables.  One way causation is generally assumed, so feedbacks are ignored and the time order of effects is suppressed – and this is not peculiar to marketing, as Abbott so clearly spells out.  Yet rigorous techniques have been developed that allow us to measure and model processes and events over time that allow us to address phenomena we have hitherto ignored or not even recognized.   So lots of opportunities exist here for contributions to be made in linking (generalizing) these methods to marketing contexts. 


Summing Up


Table 1 summarises describes different types of research contributions and, thereby types of generalizations, in terms of the local of research in terms of the research phenomena(or context), theory and method.  Research students and others are invited to locate their own and other’s research in this table.  By focusing on these dimensions of research more explicitly and by being able to identify more clearly the type of “general” sought in the particular research undertaken, researchers will be forced, I argue, into developing more appropriate, robust and academically relevant research proposals than sometimes seems to be the case.


Table 1 Theory vs Method vs Context


					Context


Theory�
Method�
Same�
Different�
�
�
Same�
Retest�
Test theory in a new context in usual way�
�
Same�
Different�
Use New Techniques to test existing theory of previously studied phenomena�
Test theory in a new context using different techniques�
�
�
Same�
Test New or Borrowed Theory, using Usual Techniques, on previously studied phenomena�
Use a given technique to test a new or borrowed theory in a new context.�
�
Different�
Different�
Use New Techniques to test a new or borrowed theory of previously studied phenomena�
Theory of new phenomena�Borrowed theory�New Theory �
�
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