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Abstract:

Over the years marketing scholars have repeatedly requested more conceptual work to the field of
marketing. Despite these various calls conceptual contributions within the discipline has been
declining. This paper argues that a vital reason for the missing conceptual contributions interlinks
with a lack of methodological frameworks guiding and accrediting the creation of conceptual
scientific knowledge. The paper offers an extensive research process framework — the CER model.
The novel contribution of this framework is that it insists on giving equal “academic” weight to
both conceptual and/or empirical based research paths. The CER model builds on four premises:
‘differentiated time perspectives’, ‘path dependency’, ‘eclectic approach’, ‘theoretical/conceptual
orientation’ and consists of thee embedded layers — ‘ultimate presumptions’, ‘abductive logic’ and
‘research design(s)’. And it explains and guides the non-liner, interactive, complex, and creative
process it is to create “real world” marketing research within a critical realism paradigmatic
position.
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Introduction:

The marketing discipline has for some time been calling for more conceptual or theoretical
marketing research (Kerin, 1988, Maclnnis, 2011; Yadav, 2010, Webster, 2005). Conceptual papers
not only provide new ideas but are disproportionately more influential (e.g. in terms of citations and
scientific awards) than empirical papers. However the proportion of papers in top marketing
journals that are purely conceptual is declining and is presently at less than 15% (Yadav 2010).

It is suggested that the reasons for this decline is due to the complexity of evaluation criteria of
conceptual contributions (Yadav, 2010). Stewart and Zinkhan (2006) find that it is more difficult to
get conceptual work published. Other researchers argue that the problem relates to an inadequate
mental model of editors and reviewers who stipulate that “theory is crafted around data”.
Essentially, this implies that knowledge production has to be intertwined with empirical findings
(Markus and Saunders, 2007; Sutton and Staw, 1995). However in marketing, there is a often a
distinction between empirical and theoretical (or conceptual) work with a number of journals
explicitly classifying their published papers as being either empirical or conceptual (Elder and Paul,
2009). The implication may well be a surplus of papers being classed as empirical and/or there
being a focus on the empirical at the expense of the conceptual.

The paper argues that underpinning these issues is a lack of methodology for conceptual research.
In the empirical research context, the methodological literature is substantial, addressing research
design, process and analysis. In contrast in a conceptual research context, there is little
methodological direction nor is there a substantial literature addressing the interplay between
conceptual and empirical research (Borg, 2012).

This paper addresses this gap. A model is presented that considers the production of knowledge in
process terms with the processes of both empirical and conceptual research paths as well as the
interconnections between them central. The model is constructed within a critical realism paradigm
and is intended for researchers with this, or related, paradigmatic positions. In this manner, the
paper contributes to the IMP literature as many papers in this tradition are conceptual in nature and
positioned within the scientific philosophical stance of critical realism. Hence it contributes to the
needed methodological discourse within IMP (Easton, 2002).

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: the first section links to the notion of
undertaking research, more specifically, it reflects on the correlation between the craftsmanship of
scientific research and the production of new scientific knowledge. The aim of this section is to
build credibility to a central contention of this paper, namely, that a reason for the decline of
conceptual knowledge production in marketing (despite many calls) is partly due to lack of a
methodological framework supporting this kind of research. The second part of the paper presents
the premises and building blocks of the CER framework. Hereafter the CER framework itself is



presented. Finally, the paper concludes with future research perspectives and implications of the
framework for researchers and research students within the field of marketing.

The craftsmanship of scientific research and the production of new knowledge

Work considering how researchers learn the “craft” of research (e.g. Petre and Rugg on how to get a
PhD) indicates the nature of the emerging researcher is based on early experiences and the
unfolding process of researching and that it includes a researcher’s mental model on how to create
new knowledge. Mental models can be defined as “deeply ingrained assumptions, generalizations,
or even pictures or images that influence how we understand the world and how we take action”
(Senge et al. 2008, p. 8). This is the context in which the creative activities (Myers 2009) that
comprise research occur. Arguably all humans do research in that they attempt to understand,
explain and predict the world that we live in (Okasha 2002).

However, what distinguishes science from the wider community’s attempts to explain the world
scientific researchers’ methodologies. This “goes far beyond simple description, common sense or
anecdote” (Pole and Lampard 2002, p. 2) and involves systematic collection and interpretation of
information (Saunders et al. (2009) through time, involving the continuing generation of theories,
models, concepts and categories (Gummesson 1991). This is combined with what Robson (2009)
calls the scientific attitude, i.e. that research is carried out systematically, sceptically and ethically.
Systematic research involves the researcher reflecting upon what, where, how and why the research
is done in a particular manner. Scepticism involves subjecting results must to scrutiny and possible
disconfirmation, and ethicality means that the researcher should follow some code of conduct,
which protects the interests of people participating in the research. This discussion highlights three
components of a (the) scientific method: a research process which involves is producing and
shaping knowledge in a creative manner; the new knowledge produced which might be in the form
of frameworks, theories, models, concepts and/or categories); and evaluation of the quality of the
knowledge produced (sometimes considered in terms of the the truthfulness of the research).

This paper argues that a workable (and usable) model of research method must include these
elements. (Space limitations dictate that the focus is on the first two components.) In addition, it is
argued that there is need for consideration of research method in terms of process where initial
conditions/early experiences shape a researcher’s mental model of craftsmanship of scientific
research. This is then the context in which subsequent experiences and outcomes are evaluated. If
as asserted in the introduction of this paper, little or no methodology/training exists that explicitly
encompasses conceptual research or the interplay between conceptual and empirical research (Borg,
2012), then a context that considers primarily empirical research is established and built upon. To
address this, a model accessible to early career researchers/research students is needed such that
they will build processes whereby conceptual methods are grown and used and conceptual
knowledge is produced.



Premises and building blocks of the CER framework

At the heart of the CER model are four interrelated premises that reflect the craftsmanship process
discussed above:: (1) differentiated time perspectives, (2) path dependency, (3) eclectic approach,
(4) theoretical/conceptual orientation.

Differentiated time perspectives are at the heart of any process-based model. From a research
process perspective this means that there is recognition that can be considered as singular, i.e. one
single research project which has a distinct beginning and ending, but which occurs through time.
This can also conceptualised as part of a greater process, i.e. a single research project/paper can
form part of larger whole of a multi-component project and/or a research programme occurring over
a number of years, as might be the case for academic researcher.

Path dependency is a central component of complexity theory. Simply stated, it highlights that
present and future possibilities are limited by the past, i.e. history matters (Wilkinson and Young
2002). This extends the idea of differentiated time perspectives where past single events and larger
processes extending over time determine what is possible. One way this can be envisaged is in
terms of learning. Ely et al. (1991, p. 47) consider this in terms of doing qualitative research: “We
come to qualitative research with whatever understanding of analysis we bring from previous work,
the conventions of our respective disciplines and professions, the advice of our mentors and the
models we have internalized from whatever we have read”. We argue that this time and process-
dependent view is equally valuable in other research contexts, including the development of
conceptual understanding and knowledge. This is supported by writers such as Darden (1991) who
suggests that in general knowledge development is a gradual process in which key building blocks
are added over a long period of time. This is reflected in the notion of a research method of
systematic combining which has been described as “a nonlinear, path-dependent process” (Dubois
and Gadde 2002, p. 556).

Particularly relevant to the model presented here, the notion of path dependence also has been
deployed in the economic history and historical sociology literatures to explain sequences of events
related mainly to technological and institutional evolution. Araujo and Harrison (2000) adopt a
notion of path-dependence that subdivides sequences of events into self-reinforcing and reactive
sequences. Dosi (1988) suggests that path dependence in terms of paradigms is due to the base of
common knowledge that is developed within a certain area. In line with this, we adopt a notion of
path dependence in a research context that highlights how specific historical events can contribute
to their reproduction or transformation, i.e. that that new knowledge is partly shaped by former
knowledge.

An ‘eclectic approach’ is concerned deriving ideas, style, or taste from a broad and diverse range of
sources. In a methodological context, this is in line with the informed eclecticism research
paradigm, which is considered the paradigm for 21* century marketing research industry (Barker et
al., 2001). Robson (2009) refers to an eclectic approach as taking aspects from a broad range of



theoretical positions. Barker et al. (2001) define research eclecticism as applying combinations of
theories, models, concepts, and metaphors. This breadth is coupled with knowledge and
appreciation of how different disciplines, theories, models and metaphors can bring different
perspectives and thus greater insight to marketing issues. - particularly appropriate in conceptual
knowledge production processes.

A theoretical/conceptual orientation has obvious relevance. This has been recognized by authors
such as Maclnnis (2004) and Yadav (2010) who categorize marketing literature in terms of its
conceptual content (C-present or C-absent) and empirical content (E-present or E-absent). C-
absent/E-present papers are characterized as ‘“data-driven.” A more likely combination is C-
present/E-present, i.e. theory testing papers. C-absent/E-absence papers that are labelled
“descriptive” (it is argued though we are less certain that description has no role to play) have little
or no value for the marketing discipline. Importantly this categorization recognizes C-present/E-
absent - conceptual contributions that focus on theoretical development without empirical data.
However few marketing researchers, including those focussing on methodology, consider the notion
that scientific research might not only consist of a purely empirical research process (Borg 2012).
However the tendency for research in marketing to be “data centred” has been noted by others. In
particular Arndt (1985) notes the “colonisation of empiricism” and the need to break free from it.

These four premises underpin the research process model presented in the following section (Figure

D).

The Key Research Process Model — The CER Model

The CER model presented in Figure 1 is grounded in wide-ranging extant theoretical-
methodological literature including: Systematic combining philosophy by Dubois and Gadde
(2002), the ultimate presumptions, and the connection between philosophy of science and
methodology choice by Arbnor and Bjerke (2009), Hunt’s (2011) inductive realist model of theory
status, Yadav’s (2010) theory development strategies, Jensen’s (1995) split between practical and
theoretical research problems, Flick (2009) and Punch’s (1998) theory on high-quality research
questions, Freytag and Philipsen’s (2010) perception of the purpose of theoretical construction,
Denzin’s (1988) four types of triangulation, and Andersen’s (2003) research purpose classifications
and science productions elements.

In the CER model, the way these are combined results in a view of the research process that
contrasts with the linear frameworks presented, e.g. Robson (2009, p. 82), Maxwell (1996, p. 5),
and Booth et al. (2003, p. 58). These frameworks present linear and empirically oriented processes—
theory and purposes lead to research questions, which in turn lead to methods and sampling. The
CER model explicitly views craftsmanship of research as a non-linear process. The research process
is depicted as an incremental abductive, intertwined, creative process which explicitly encompasses



conceptual and empirical research; and it argues that both require the researcher to reflect on
research problems, purposes, questions, and methods.

As presented in Figure 1, the model consists of three interacting layers: ‘Ultimate presumptions’,
‘Abductive logic’, and ‘Research design(s)’. The research process involves reflections and actions

within each and these are linked to each other.

Figure 1: The Key Research Process Model — The CER Model
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Layer 1: Ultimate Presumptions

The outer layer in Figure 1 represents the foundation of a research process. It illustrates the notion
that behind or underneath all conducted research are some ultimate presumptions stored in the mind
of the researcher. These assumptions influence a person’s stance within the philosophy of science
and the chosen paradigm within which a person is positioned. Further, they guide the method(s)



used to create knowledge (Arbnor and Bjerke, 2009). Ultimate presumptions might be explained as
“a fundamental belief of reality and life, which cannot be empirically or logically tested, but which
influences and steers each and every one of us when acting as knowledge creators” (Arbnor and
Bjerke, 2009, p. 427).

Ultimate presumptions impact on the researcher’s research design(s). Lundgren (1995, p. 70)
addresses the issue in this manner: “the underlying frame of reference does not only affect what we
will see, it also indirectly determines the results”. Similarly, the importance and impact of the
ultimate presumptions in a research process is captured in a quote by Bateson (1972, p. 314), saying
that: “the living man is thus bound within a net of epistemological and ontological premises which
—regardless of ultimate truth or falsity — becomes partially self-validating for him”.

This highlights that ultimate presumptions impact upon the second and third layers of the figure. In
other words, these presumptions impact upon how the researcher: sees, understands and approaches
the empirical and theoretical worlds; how they choose to collect and understand data, and how they
choose to develop their framework(s). As depicted this is an evolving process, ultimate
presumptions are in turn influenced by these choices — in line with the premises of differentiated
time perspective and path dependency. It has however been argued that such evolution is not
inevitable and is never rapid. For example Arbnor and Bjerke (2009, p. 11) suggest that “ultimate
presumptions seldom change, and if they do, this normally takes place as gradual modification of a
paradigm over a longer time”. Ultimate presumptions are often discussed in terms of
eptistomological stance, which also are relatively fixed. It is beyond the scope of this paper to
provide a comprehensive discussion of this, we do however note (as indicated in the introduction)
that our model may have greater resonance and usability for those with epistemological orientation
towards the complex, i.e. critical realists who believe that primarily, explanation lies in the
interconnections between processes and that there is the need to embrace conceptual and empirical
methods that explore these.

Layer 2: Abductive Logic

The generation of knowledge, regardless of whether it is empirical or conceptual in nature, might be
explained according to the mentioned definition by Myers (2009) - as a creative activity. This
creative perception of research is likewise embraced by systematic combining. Dubois and Gadde
(2002, p. 558) see this as creative problem solving and use a “‘jigsaw puzzle” analogy. At the
beginning of a research process, few pieces seem to fit, but patterns become progressively clearer.
Additionally, they note that pieces from many jigsaw puzzles tend to show up and call for selection
during the research process. A researcher is confronted with many selection schisms in a research
process, i.e. of theory, propositions, hypotheses, interviewees when collecting empirical data, co-
authors, journals to approach, conferences etc. As discussed, path dependence and differentiated
time highlight that these selections influence a researcher’s subsequent research processes.



Essentially, these processes are linked by an over-arching abductive logic as indicated in the model:
Abduction can be envisaged as the systematised creativity or intuition in research to develop “new”
knowledge (Andreewsky and Bourcier, 2000; Kirkeby, 1990; Taylor et al., 2002). It is said that
creativity is necessary to break out of the limitations of deduction and induction, which function
(instead) to establish relations between already-known constructs (Kirkeby, 1990). Instead,
advances in science are often achieved through intuitive leaps that come forth as a whole (Taylor et
al., 2002). This often emerges from an unexpected observation that cannot be explained using an
established theory (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 1994; Andreewsky and Bourcier, 2000; Dubois and
Gadde, 2002).

This ‘abductive logic’ layer of the CER model seeks to capture and explain this creative element. It
draws on systematic combining processes from Dubois and Gadde (2002) and processes of
deepening and/or creative explanation it can facilitate (Danermark et al 2002) in both empirical as
well as conceptual research. The CER model suggests abduction in that researchers continuously
move between the four research elements depicted in layer 2 — ‘framework(s)’, ‘empirical world’,
‘theoretical world’ and ‘data’ (explained in greater detail shortly). This corresponds to the
abductive logic of systematic combining which sees the research process as an intertwined process
between framework, data sources and analysis (Dubois and Gadde, 2002, p. 556).

The CER model extends notions of abductive logic. Within the non-linear movements between the
various research elements to create new knowledge, matching mechanisms operate. These involve
a ‘matching process’ and a ‘direction and redirection process’ in which one’s own theory
(framework) is matched the other elements of the layer (Dubois and Gadde 2002). However, the
CER model extends this to include the guidance of not only the empirical world, but also the
theoretical world A meta-analysis is an example of a research process that builds theory based on
data solely from published theoretical work (i.e. the theoretical world). This extends the interrelated
research elements beyond the case research orientation of Dubois and Gadde’s original model to
include conceptual and (many kinds of) empirical research. The four research elements
‘framework(s)’, ‘the theoretical world’, the ‘empirical world” and ‘data’ - are explained in greater
detail in the following sections.

The Framework(s)

The framework(s) element of the CER model captures the notion that new knowledge, i.e. theory,
models or concepts, is successively reoriented and refined in the empirical and/or conceptual
research process. Dubois and Gadde (2002, p. 555) claim that concepts constitute “input as well as
output” in an abductive study. However in contrast to Dubois and Gadde’s original framework, the
CER model incorporates multiple ‘frameworks. These multiple frameworks or the research output
notion of the CER model is in line with Freytag and Philipsen (2010) who argue that the aim of
marketing is to build theory that can be helpful for practitioners, politicians, researchers and others
in understanding marketing phenomena. Furthermore, these researchers argue that theoretical
constructions, such as models and frameworks, should be helpful in identifying problems, raising



questions, showing possible pathways for identifying solutions, and questioning solutions (Freytag
and Philipsen, 2010). Finally, the frameworks or research output per se may take many forms or
shapes, i.e. theories, models, concepts and categories (Gummesson, 1991).

Data

The CER model argues that similar to the evolving framework notion described in the above
section, data is also evolving during the research process. Hence, more and more data is available
and selected during the processes of research. This impacts on nature and quality of knowledge
generated, which emerges from selected data.

What constitutes “data” has been characterised/classified in a number of ways e.g. primary-
secondary (Saunders et al. 2009) and for empirical data as quantitative-qualitative (Robson 2009).
Further sub-categories of these are also suggested. Of particular interest are secondary data
typologies (e.g. Saunders et al.’s 2009). These provide support for our assertion that there is both
‘theoretical data’ (observations derived from the theoretical world, from previously published
material accredited or validated by the theoretical community) and ‘empirical data’ (observations
derived from the empirical world). However we recognize that ‘secondary data’ includes both
‘theoretical data’ (i.e. a published theory in a journal) and ‘empirical data’ (i.e. a company’s annual
report). This is important in that it recognizes that both empirical and theoretical data are
information used in the creation of new knowledge. Combined with processes of abduction
described previously, this allows to include conceptual development in the process of science — in
contrast to those who suggest that being “scientific is based on an explicit relation between ideas
and empirical observation” (Arbnor and Bjerke 2009, p. 48).

The Empirical World and the Theoretical World

Observation is intended to align reality and ideas about reality. And, the nature and “knowability”
of reality is a key differentiator in epistemological stances. The abductive approach of Dubois and
Gadde (2002, p. 554) is grounded in critical realism, which seeks to use empirical methods to better
understand “what is going on in reality”. The CER model extends consideration of this,
recognizing there are, at least, three types of reality that affect, and are affected by, the generation
of new knowledge. These include: A. the subjective reality of the researcher, linked to the ultimate
presumptions of the researcher undertaking the research (this is considered in layer 1). B. the
empirical reality (the empirical world), although critical realism recognized this ‘real’ world can
never be fully grasped or disclosed by the researcher; in other words, there is a “real” world to
discover even though it is only imperfectly apprehensible (Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Healy and
Perry, 2000); and C. the theoretical reality (the theoretical world).

In line with Figure 1 layer 2, ‘Hunt’s (2011, p.164) inductive realist model of theory status’,
distinguishes the theoretical world from the empirical world. In Hunt’s model, the theoretical world,
which consists of scientists and their communities, will evaluate and judge proposed theories, and
accept the theory if it is the best theory available to explain and predict the phenomena in the



theory’s domain relating to the empirical world. According to Hunt (2011 p. 165), the accepted
theory will be recommended by the theoretical world as the most appropriate for guiding
interventions (actions) in the empirical world. However, the theoretical world (in line with the
critical realist stance) knows that all theory is fallible and thus only represents approximate truths
about the empirical world. And, history tells us that scientific consensus very fallible and is
regularly overturned. Multiple realities are also reflected in published scientific marketing papers,
where researchers frequently distinguish between the implications of their research for (i)
“practitioners” alias managers or management or other stakeholders (from the empirical world) and
for (i1) other researchers or scientists “belonging” to the theoretical world. Finally, this distinction
is, in a way, also evident in the on-going debate in marketing about whether research should be
undertaken for academics (the theoretical world) or for businesses (the empirical world), see e.g.
(Ellson, 2009; Geuens, 2010; Reibenstein et al., 2009).

As visualized in Figure 1, the CER model argues that both the ‘empirical world” and the ‘theoretical
world’ are sources for empirical and theoretical data. The model also argues that forces from the
two worlds potentially have the power to influence the research process (despite considerable effort,
we have not been able to find this explicitly mentioned in any other methodological research
process framework). Theoretical forces (i.e. from the theoretical world) may be manifested in
individuals, groups, norms, standards or other factors. Kuhn (1962) suggests that knowledge output
of a discipline results from a complex interplay of many individual, group, and institutional factors.
The factors mentioned by Kuhn overlap with the theoretical forces notion as suggested in the CER
model. These underlying forces are multiple and diverse in nature, perhaps coming from various
conference presentations, from colleagues within the research instruction where the researcher is
located, from co-authors or supervisors, from the review processes, from methodological
guidelines, from courses, or from norms ‘“accepted theoretical standards” within a scientific
community. The latter is in alignment with Hanson’s (1958) claim, namely that extant theories
create path dependencies in the pursuit of knowledge in a scientific community.

The CER model indicates that the theoretical world interacts with the ‘empirical world’. The latter
involves two sub-elements. It acts as a source of data. And, empirical forces such as political or
legal institutuions impact on the production of knowledge, or influence from experts or firms from
the empirical world on one’s work, or impact from grant or funding institutions have the potential to
impact the production of knowledge. Other empirical forces which have the potential to greatly
influence new knowledge production come from incidences, constraints or learning linked to
empirical findings in the empirical world. The potential of these forces is considered in the
introductory part of Dubois and Gadde’s (2002, p. 553) paper where they describe how the research
domain of their research was completely altered due to unexpected empirical incidences (empirical
forces).
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Layer 3: Research Design(s)

The third layer in Figure 1 is concerned with ‘research design(s)’. It shows it to be influenced by
and interacting with not only with the researcher’s ultimate presumptions but also the adaptive logic
philosophy and processes. Figure 1 indicates that this is case regardless of whether the researcher is
seeking to make theoretical or empirical contributions. The four interrelated research design
elements indicated are the ‘research problem’, ‘research purpose’, ‘research questions’, and
‘research method’. This research design process is perhaps obvious in an empirical research
context, but building on the original framework by Darden (1991), Yadav (2010) states that a
similar process seems to be occurring in a theoretical research process context. Even though the
four elements (research problem, research purpose, research questions, and research method) are
traditionally taught as a linear process (Flick, 2006), the discussion thus far highlights that good
research rarely moves smoothly from research problem to research output (as indicated by
Silverman 2010). Instead, it is claimed that the research design process will proceed in accordance
with abductive processes.

The Research Problem

Jensen (1995) distinguishes between practical and theoretical research problems. According to the
researcher, practical problems (links to the empirical world) occur when it is possible to imagine a
situation that is better than the present. Practical problems typically have a normative dimension.
The solution of the problem, according to Jensen (1995), has two steps: to find possible routes to
the new situation, and to implement the solution. A practical problem is not solved before
something is done or is changed. A theoretical problem (linking to the theoretical world), on the
other hand, is based on a pre-existing theory investigation. A theoretical problem occurs when there
is evidence that something is wrong or missing with the existing theory or there is a gap in existing
theory.

Whether it is possible to make a distinction between a practical and theoretical problem is
debatable. For example, the stance taken by Booth et al. (2003) is that behind every theoretical
research problem there should be a practical problem. Other researchers, like Myers (2009), suggest
that a researcher should identify a research problem, a gap in an existing research domain, which is
relevant to the body of knowledge in a particular discipline and contribute with new knowledge to
that particular discipline and the particular gap. This implies that it is possible to identify a purely
theoretical problem. Marshall and Rossman (1989) widen the view of the research problem element,
stating that the research questions could come from (a) current practical business problems, (b) a
theoretical problem or (c) your own intuitive hunches. Finally, 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”. Furthermore he argues: “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, p. 311).
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In relation to this discussion, the CER model suggests that a research problem can be either
theoretically and/or practically driven and can contribute to one or both worlds. This is illustrated in
Figure 2.

Figure 2: The Research Design Model
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Figure 2 considers the inner layer of figure 1 in greater depth; it shows that a research design might
build on either a theoretical and/or practical problem. These may or may not be overlapping.
Further, Figure 2 suggests that the research problem provides the motive to write the research
purpose, which guides the research questions. These in turn relate to the research method, which
leads to the findings, which then again help to solve the research problem. It is noted that the cycle
may well not be completed in a straightforward manner; instead it is likely to proceed in a more
abductive manner, i.e. intertwining with elements from layers 1 and 2.

The Research Purpose

The second element in the third layer in Figure 1 involves the ‘research purpose’. The CER model
adopts Andersen’s (2003) theory on the subject. He suggests that a research effort may serve any
one out of seven different purposes. Effort with a (1) descriptive intent may attempt to describe how
several variables are interconnected. Effort with (2) an explorative aim investigates relations and/or
phenomena about which there is little extant knowledge. As such, they identify problems or areas to
be further inspected. Projects with a (3) diagnostic_purpose are linked to the explorative aim, as they
take their point of departure based on a series of pre-defined symptoms, the impetuses for which
they then seek to delineate and prioritise. Studies with an (4) explanatory_objective seek to elucidate
the background for certain observed phenomena. In other words, research efforts of this type see to
generalise. If a researcher is seeking to (5) create understandings, then he or she tries to go behind
certain phenomena so as to uncover new ways of viewing and understanding the phenomena.
Research effort with a (6) normative intent focuses on pinpointing a range of concrete solutions to
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an identified problem. The final research effort which focuses on (7) intervention, such as action
research, assumes that the researcher participates actively in the problem-solving process, so as to
be able to report on this process. The CER model argues that any of the 7 research purposes might
be valid in a research process.

The Research Questions

It is argued by Flick (2009) that researchers often lack either the specific research questions or
reflections about the formulation process of their research questions. However, essentials in
formulating high-quality research questions, according to Flick (2009) and Punch (1998), involve
the following:
(A) Formulation of the questions occurs in several stages of the research process and the
questions will transform during the process in accordance to new knowledge obtained;
(B) A research project often consists of several questions, as such they organise the project
and give it directions and coherence;
(C) The questions point to the methods and data that will be needed. According to Myers
(2009), “what, why, how and when” stated research questions are typically pointing towards
qualitative research. Robson (2002) suggests that “what” questions in the sense of “what is
going on” indicate a more qualitative approach and “how and why” questions could be both
qualitative and quantitative, but often indicate qualitative approaches.
D) They provide a framework when writing up the research.
(E) They should link to the research problem, the research purpose and have an impact on the
research output.

The Research Method

The CER research process model offers an overall methodological framework, which underlines
that the nature of a research process might be empirical or theoretical or both. As such it highlights
some important overlaps in these perspectives. However, as noted in Figure 1, the model does
provide some reflections with respect to research methods. First, both theoretical research methods
(initiation theory or theory assessment and enhancement) as well as empirical research methods
(both quantitative and qualitative) are in line with the model. Second, a researcher’s choice of
research method should align with the researcher’s set of ultimate presumptions. Third, the model
also implies that all research methods involve an abductive processes and this may involve
interaction with the empirical and/or theoretical world. Further, it accepts that a matching process
and direction and redirection process exist in the production of new knowledge (frameworks).
Fourth, the model suggests that all research methods should build on reflections related to research
problem, research purpose and research questions.

The CER model does not judge which research method is best, it simply acknowledges that many
different research paths exist and are equally acceptable as pathways in the production of new
knowledge. The research process is presented as a creative intervened process, with many potential
discourses, which might potentially alter during the process. This idea resembles Gordon’s (1999)
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‘prosearch’ notion, which is multi-disciplinary, bringing different perspectives and interpretations to
research issues, data, and suggests a “bricolage” in methodology; thus, using whatever methods are
available and providing insight (Barker et al., 2001, p. 10). Furthermore, the researchers claim that
prosearch is about a culture that is not afraid to generate new ideas, and reward those who can
contemplate and cope with uncertainty and ambiguity...it is about creative productivity” (Barker et
al. 2001, p. 11).

Another argument for the acceptance of bricolage in methodology is presented in a paper on how to
judge the quality of qualitative research within a critical realist paradigm (Healy and Perry 2000).
They argue that triangulation is one way to increase the quality of the work. Denzin (1988) makes
the important distinction between four types of triangulation: (1) Data triangulation: which means
using more than one method of data collection, (2) Observer triangulation: which means using more
than one observer in the study, (3) Methodological triangulation: which means combining
qualitative and quantitative approaches in the same study and (4) Theory triangulation: which
means using multiple theories and perspectives. This relates to CER model’s approach which
recognizes the interactions of these elements of research.

As noted in Figure 1, the CER model explicitly mentions qualitative and quantitative methods as
applicable in an empirical research process context. It is outside the scope of this paper to go
through the large number of methods that potentially fit within these umbrella concepts. We refer
readers to extant empirical methodological research textbooks for further guidance. However, in
regards to often-neglected different conceptual methods, the CER model is consistant with and can
be used in conjunction with the strategies proposed by Yadav (2010). Table 1 summarizes Yadav’s
(2010) suggestions for seven conceptual research method strategies. It is noted that they do not
provide clear normative directions compared to the extensive body of literature covering the
empirical methods; however, they do provide the researchers attempting to undertake theoretical
research with some guidance as to which conceptual strategy or method he or she might take.

The seven conceptual methods are split into two subgroups: ‘initiating theory development’ and
‘theory assessment and enhancement’ which are based on the idea that conceptual work plays an
important role along the discover-justification continuum that characterises the knowledge
development process (Hanson, 1958). The context of discovery is related to the conception of new
ideas (e.g. new constructs) or to the creative synthesis of existing ideas (e.g. new relationships
between well accepted constructs). The context of justification concerns plausibility and
acceptability of these new ideas. Together both contexts provide methods or strategies for
conceptual theory development. As illustrated in Table 2, the first 4 methods link to the discovery
part of development of new conceptual knowledge, whereas the remaining 3 are positioned in
relation to the justification part.
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Table 2: Methods of Conceptual Research

Conceptual
methods

theory  development

Application/Example

Initiating Theory Development:

1.Use analogy (compare with another
problem/domain in  which prior
knowledge exists)

Can be used as a method for initiating theory development in a new or emerging substantive domain
by comparing some elements of that domain with an existing, familiar domain. In essence, by
juxtaposing the familiar and unfamiliar domains, this method attempts to generate new ideas that can
spur theory development. Yadav (2010) provides an example of Hoffman and Novak (1996) initiated
theory development in the emerging area of electronic environments by noting a connection between
online navigation and the completion of tasks in other realms that facilitated or impeded the
psychological state of “flow” (resulting from the match/mismatch of an individual’s skills and task
difficulty).

2. Invoke a theory type (leverage an
established theory to explore a new or
under explained phenomenon)

Is a method that leverages a well-established theory to initiate new theory development in an under-
researched focal phenomenon. When using this method, researchers must decide which elements of
the extant theory they want to emphasise or play down in an effort to make it appropriate for
understanding the focal phenomenon. That is, there is a need for flexibility and creative adaptation.
Yadav (2010) provides an example from Deshpandé and Webster (1989), which leveraged extant
theories of organisational culture to propose an expanded research agenda for marketing that directed
more attention at organisational issues.

3.Move to another level of analysis
(switch level of analysis to explore a
focal phenomenon)

Enables the researcher to examine a focal phenomenon from a different vantage point. When using
this method for theory development, the researcher imagines alternative units of analysis for studying
the phenomenon and delineates the implications for theory development. On the basis of this analysis,
the researcher may purposefully adopt a previously overlooked but still relevant unit of analysis to
spur new theory development. For example, Parasuraman et al. (1985) observed that the study of
perceived quality in marketing has largely adopted a tangible goods perspective that could be different
from an intangible services perspective. By switching from tangible to intangible (a different level of
analysis), they developed their “gaps model” of service quality that led to theoretical and empirical
advances in this area.

4.Use interrelations (combine
previously unconnected fields or
bodies of knowledge)

Spurs theory development by creatively integrating bodies of knowledge from one or more substantive
areas to generate new insights and research opportunities. For example, Srivastava et al. (1998)
developed a framework for studying market-based assets by integrating selected concepts from the
fields of finance (e.g., cashflows, volatility, book and replacement value of assets) and marketing (e.g.,
customer relationships, channel relationships, partner relationships).

Theory Assessment and Enhancement

5.Review and critique a focal theory
(benchmark a focal theory against
well-established criteria for
evaluating theories)

Is a method where the researcher selects theories that have reached a level of maturation and are
poised for the next stage of their development. For example Gaski’s (1984) critical review of the
theory of power and conflict in marketing channels illustrates this method. On the basis of his review,
Gaski noted that the theory overemphasised a perception based view of power that one channel
member has over another member (i.e., power is largely in the eyes of an affected party in a dyad of
channel members).

6.Develop theoretical enhancement to
address mixed/ambiguous evidence
(isolate patterns in anomalies and/or
mixed findings to justify proposed
theoretical enhancements)

Is a method concerning conceptual work that develops theory to address mixed/ambiguous evidence.
They account for anomalies or mixed evidence and advance ideas that can enhance (or, perhaps, even
replace) an extant theory or theoretical perspective. The contribution of such papers often stems from
their ability to detect patterns in seemingly unconnected pieces of mixed evidence that can provide
opportunities for theoretical advancement. For example, Yadav (2010) suggests that Kerin et al.’s
(1992) framework was motivated by ambiguities and mixed evidence in the mature literature on first-
mover advantage. They contended that the prevailing theoretical view, that order of entry has a direct
effect on market share, should be qualified in the context of a wide range of environmental and
organisational contingencies (e.g., buying practices in an industry, switching costs).

7.Identify and address gaps in extant
conceptualisations  (add  missing
antecedents, mediating processes,
and/or constructs)

Concerns a broad method used by conceptual researchers to identify and address gaps in extant
conceptualisations. These gaps can take various forms, such as missing antecedents, mediating
processes, moderating constructs, or incomplete specification of outcomes. For example, Frazier
(1983) noted in the marketing channels literature that effective management of channels necessitates
an understanding of three distinct but related stages: initiation, implementation, and review of
relationships. He also noted that extant conceptualisations had focused almost exclusively on the
second stage (implementation), largely ignoring issues related to the stages of initiation and review.

Source: Yadav (2010).
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In sum, the third layer of the CER framework suggests that any attempt to make scientific research
involves reflections about one’s research problem, research purpose, research questions, and
research method - all elements which aid to build valid theoretical frameworks. The model allows
for a bricolage in methodology approaches including both qualitative and quantitative empirical
methods as well as initiation and assessment/enhancement conceptual methods; building on either
or both empirical and theoretical data. Finally, it is recognized that a research problem might be
shaped by the theoretical and/or empirical world and as such theory created — framework(s) — might
be suitable for either or both worlds.

Concluding remarks and future perspectives

Over the years, marketing scholars have repeatedly requested more conceptual work. Despite these
calls, the number of conceptual contributions within the discipline of marketing has been declining.
This paper has argued that a partial reason for this is because of a lack of methodological
frameworks to guide and accredit the creation of conceptual scientific knowledge. Addressing this
gap the paper offers an extensive research process framework — the CER model. At the core of the
model is an articulation of conceptual development method processes. These are not different from
empirical method processes, but the model highlights that each perspective is able to provide
distinctive research outputs. The CER model’s four premises of ‘differentiated time perspectives’,
‘path dependency’, ‘eclectic approach’, ‘theoretical/conceptual orientation’ and its three embedded
layers — ‘ultimate presumptions’, ‘abductive logic’ and ‘research design(s)’ offer guidelines for
researchers as to how to approach the creation of knowledge within a critical realist paradigmatic
positioning and thus this represents an important step forward.

The CER model is aligned with the informed eclecticism research paradigm, which is considered
the paradigm for the twenty-first century marketing research industry (Barker et al., 2001). In their
research Barker and colleague’s finds in a large scale study among members of the marketing
research industry that the vast majority of researchers are positioned in the middle of the
“paradigmatic scale” within a paradigm they label informed eclecticism. This paradigm requires a
greater knowledge and appreciation of how different disciplines, theories, models and metaphors
can bring different perspectives and so greater insight to marketing issues. Consequently, the CER
framework, even though it has a narrow(er) critical realist paradigmatic perspective, still has the
potential to be valuable for the majority of the marketing researchers —as the majority of marketing
researchers is positioned in the middle of the paradigmatic scale (Barker et al. 2001).

A number of methodological books encompass a broader paradigmatic spectra (thus covering all
perspectives from e.g. a positivist to constructivist position), when making methodological
guidelines. In this paper we have attempted a different, more narrow approach thus providing a
research process model applicable for the critical realists. This enables, we argue, a different and
more in-depth conceptualization of a methodological framework for undertaking research It not
only leaves room for a higher degree of creativity, it also enable researchers to break free from the
inductive and deductive “standard research” approaches linking to a path dependency mental model
of positivism emerging from the natural sciences. Instead, the CER model visualizes marketing
researchers’ guidelines on how to uncover underlying mechanisms of complex social phenomena’s.
Finally, linking to the opening statement by Yadav, the novel contribution of this framework is that
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it insists on giving equal “academic” weight to both conceptual- and/or empirical-based research
paths, as it argues that “real world” scientific marketing research is a non-linear, complex, and
creative process.

Future work will consider how to further progress and guide conceptual research. These efforts
may be pedagogical — attempting to develop more concrete prescriptions for how to approach
conceptual knowledge development with suggestions for associated training. This may involve
narrowing the context and more specifically considering the processes at play in business to
business researching. Context-specific direction may better facilitate conceptual (and empricial)
research into interactions, relationships and networks. We hope that the model will also guide other
researchers in similar endeavours. A larger scale of inquiry will further legitimize this approach
and this will assist in improving the quality of emerging conceptual research. Better research output
in turn will hopefully assist in legitimizing conceptual research and arresting its decline within the
marketing discipline.
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