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Abstract
The aim of this paper is to analyze the dual contribution of action research (AR) both for research as well as business practice, and
how this methodology puts into practice a win-win collaboration between researchers and practitioners. In order to get this, we
define three specific objectives: first, we develop an evaluation framework to assess the contribution of AR methodology for
research and practitioners in the field of management. Second, we use this framework to evaluate the dual contribution of AR in
the specific field of operations management (OM) through a systematic literature review, which allows to analyze a set of 62
papers. Third, we identify opportunities and challenges to enrich the dual contribution of AR studies in OM. Main findings show
that the evaluation framework developed represents a tool that may be useful to assess the dual contribution of any study based
on AR in the field of management. Besides, the analysis of AR in the field of OM highlights that most of the papers identified are
focused on “theory building” (research) and “implementation” (practice) as there are studies that have used AR to develop
contributions based on “theory testing” and “theory elaboration,” and also in terms of “diagnosis” and “proposals.” Finally, this
study signals that, with the aim to assure research rigor and relevance of practitioners’ contribution of AR studies, it is relevant to
give one step ahead and to develop actions such as the use of AR as a metamethodology, to highlight those relevant findings in the
whole AR cycle and to develop tools and mechanisms that strengthen its dual contribution, in terms of both research and practice.
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Introduction

The contribution of operations management (OM) research to

managerial practice has been a key concern in articles review-

ing the OM research agenda since the early 1980s. Buffa (1980)

highlighted that OM was in the process of becoming a

“functional field of management” and he emphasized the need

for relevance by including the manager’s point of view in the

development of research. T. J. Hill (1987) also noticed that in a

highly practical area of management such as OM, academics

should align their research contributions with the needs of

business practice. Meredith et al. (1989, p. 297) suggested “a

new research agenda with an integrative view of operations’

role in organizations, a wider application of alternative

research methodologies and greater emphasis on benefit to the

operations manager.” Holmström et al. (2009) proposed a

design science approach to bridge practice to theory rather than

theory to practice in OM and explored in particular the ways in

which problem-solving research and theory-oriented academic

research can complement one another. More recently, Toffel

(2016) highlighted that OM research needs to be more relevant

to the world outside academia and encouraged scholars to con-

duct research that is more valuable to managers and policy
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makers. Stentoft and Rajkumar (2018) highlighted the impor-

tance of keeping the right balance between the two dimensions

of relevance, i.e. between its theoretical and practical facet.

The aim of building bridges between managers and

researchers in the field of OM has furthermore helped to rein-

force empirical research (T. Hill et al., 1999). Craighead and

Meredith (2008) also stressed that while OM research has actu-

ally evolved toward a more direct observation of the phenom-

enon being studied, it was necessary to reinforce those efforts

through such research methods as case and field-based studies,

experiments and action research. In the field of purchasing and

supply chain management Knight et al. (2016) highlighted this

need for research with a greater impact on policy and practice,

and the need of working with novel methodologies. In this

sense, a set of collaborative methodologies have emerged in

the management literature, such as collaborative management

research (Shani et al., 2008), action research (Coghlan &

Brydon-Miller, 2014), design science research (Collatto

et al., 2018) or intervention research (Radaelli et al., 2014).

In this paper, we focus on one of these research methods:

action research (AR), which is a research approach that came

out of social psychology, in which the researcher acts as a

change agent (Chein, 1948; Curle, 1949; Lewin, 1946). It is

a method aimed at solving problems of a social nature, in such a

way that both the researcher and organizational agents actively

participate in the situation being analyzed. The research should

produce relevant information to help solve practitioners’ real-

life problems. AR develops an action based on an agreement

and promising change for all agents involved, which is subject

to evaluation, comment, and modification.

However, there are many views and definitions of AR.

Shani and Pasmore (1985), Brydon-Miller et al. (2001), and

Altrichter et al. (2002) analyzed and defined this method in

detail. They described AR as a form of an inquiry process that

participants undertake to improve social or educational prac-

tices, or to help organizations analyze real problems. This

requires simultaneously involving both practitioners and

researchers in the inquiry process, and they suggest that AR

is a research methodology based on relationships of collabora-

tion and co-inquiry. Therefore, AR’s potential for a dual con-

tribution to both research and managerial practice, as well as

fostering collaboration between researchers and practitioners

are two of its main characteristic features.

The use of AR in OM has been analyzed since the 1980s and

early 1990s. Benbasat et al. (1987) and Flynn et al. (1990)

already proposed AR as a research methodology for OM stud-

ies, but it was Westbrook (1995) who described the main ben-

efits of AR for the OM community. He stated that academic

research must have three features: first, it has to be useful for

managers; second, it should help integrate university and indus-

try; and third, it should contribute to theory. This author, there-

fore, argued that AR should be a very prevalent methodology in

OM research. Following these ideas, Coughlan and Coghlan

(2002) analyzed the relevance of AR as a methodology that

solves a problem for a firm while at the same time makes a

relevant contribution to theory, because it represents

application of the scientific research method to practical prob-

lems and needs active collaboration between researchers and

firms. Boyer and Swink (2008) included AR in the section of

“other primary data collection methods” in an editorial about

why multiple methods are essential for quality research in OM.

This paper is based on the idea that research rigor and rele-

vance are not mutually exclusive concepts but, on the contrary,

OM research needs both rigor in the research approach and

relevance in the managerial contribution. Based on this pre-

mise, the general aim of this paper is to analyze and explore

the dual contribution of AR for both research and practitioners.

We set three specific objectives: (1) To develop a framework to

evaluate the dual contributions of AR studies in management,

(2) to use this framework to evaluate dual contributions of AR

in OM, and (3) to identify opportunities and challenges to

enrich the dual contribution of AR studies in OM. Based on

these goals, we defined the following research questions:

RQ1: What kind of framework could be used to evaluate

the dual contribution of AR studies in the field of

management?

RQ2: Which are the specific characteristics of the dual

contribution of AR studies in the field of OM?

RQ2 (I): What kinds of research approaches are used in

published AR articles in OM?

RQ2 (II): What kinds of practitioners’ benefits predomi-

nate in AR articles in OM?

RQ3: Which opportunities and challenges exist when

aiming at enriching the dual contribution of AR in the

field of OM?

Figure 1 shows the structure of the paper and the main

content of each section. So, second section highlights the main

features of AR methodology and develops a conceptual frame-

work to classify and evaluate both the research and practi-

tioner’s contributions (RQ1). Third section describes the

methodology to build and analyze the database of 62 AR papers

in the field of OM published between 2000 and 2017. Fourth

section is devoted to the analysis of the findings from the

database analysis (RQ2). Based on these results, fifth section

reflects and exposes a set of arguments in order to put into

practice the opportunities and challenges associated to the

enrichment of dual contribution of AR studies in the OM field

(RQ3). Finally, in sixth section we discuss how the conclusions

derived from the analysis of the dual contribution of AR in the

field of OM may be generalized to other fields of management

and also offer suggestions for further avenues of research.

AR Background and Evaluation Framework

This section first describes the main requirements of AR in

terms of its dual purpose (academic rigor/contribution to

research and relevance/contribution to practice). Then we

develop an evaluation framework to classify AR papers accord-

ing to their type of contribution.
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Dual Purpose in AR Studies

A crucial aspect of rigorous research design is a proper descrip-

tion of the unit of analysis. One aspect that differentiates AR

studies to that extent is that the unit of analysis is treated as an

active agent that is part of the research group. The outcome of

an AR study is, therefore, both action and research (Coughlan

& Coghlan, 2002), where research is used to inform practice,

and practice is used to inform research (Näslund, 2002). Con-

sequently, as emphasized by Coughlan and Coghlan (2016),

before selecting AR as a research approach, the researcher

needs to carefully evaluate the needs of practitioners, the

research field and the research issue. In this way, we can prop-

erly frame the dual contribution of AR based studies.

Besides, AR projects are cyclical by nature, and actually go

through a spiral of phases (cycles) of planning, action, obser-

ving, as well as overall analysis and reflection as a basis for

new planning and action phases (Ballantyne, 2004). The

researcher is involved in the research project, and then needs

to step aside to meticulously reflect on and analyze what

happens in the organization (Daudelin, 1996). Thorough under-

standing and analysis are key requirements for taking new

action.

The collaborative nature of AR is also mentioned exten-

sively in the literature. It is another key aspect of AR and

directly related to its dual purpose (Coughlan & Coghlan,

2016). In the research process, researchers and practitioners

collaborate in all the AR cycles by sharing ideas and reflec-

tions. The involvement of the organization studied in the cyclic

research process will increase the authenticity and reliability of

the research findings. Thus, research rigor is achieved in a

collaborative manner.

Due to the requirements of the collaboration between

researchers and practitioners, the features of the relationship

between the two will affect the success or failure of an AR

study.

First, the team should naturally consist of both academic

researchers and members from the participating organization(s).

Scope of the paper, general aim and research questions

Systematic literature review that has permitted to 

obtain a database of 62 OM empirical papers based 

on AR methodology

Section 1:

Introduction

AR background and identification of an evaluation framework 

(RQ1): Development of a dual contribution matrix that goes one 

step ahead from the traditional approaches linked to AR

Section 2:

AR background 

and evaluation 

framework

Section 3:

Methodology

Dual contribution analysis for both research and 

managerial approaches (RQ2)

Section 4:

Findings

To determine opportunities and challenges that enrich the 

dual contribution of AR studies in the field of OM 

working with new approaches based on rigor and 

relevance (RQ3)

Section 5:

How advancing 

one step ahead

To show main conclusions, implications in the field of 

management and to suggest further research lines related 

to the paper

Section 6:

Conclusions

Figure 1. Structure of the paper.
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Such a collaborative team-based approach can enhance both the

theoretical and practical knowledge for all members, as it

explores the tacit knowledge of employees, their work experi-

ence, skills and know-how (Raelin & Coghlan, 2006).

Second, from a research point of view, a team-based

approach with more than one researcher and with different

profiles working on the same phenomenon is also recom-

mended (Baskerville & Wood-Harper, 1996), as this can

increase the rigor of data collection and analysis, as well as

reduce the risk of bias (researcher triangulation).

Third, it is crucial that both researchers and practitioners

have specific skills that facilitate their relationship during the

project. As Coughlan and Coghlan (2002, p. 233) emphasized:

“AR is a challenging approach to research because it requires

confident and experienced researchers to cope with the

uncertainty of the unfolding story and to be able to work as

researchers exposed to the reality of organizational change in

real-time.”

Figure 2 summarizes the main requirements that an AR

study should consider in order to achieve the dual contribution

that this kind of research approach can produce.

Evaluation Framework Proposed (RQ1)

This section develops a framework (Figure 3) for the analysis

and classification of the dual contributions of AR studies

(i.e., research and practitioners’ contributions), addressing

RQ1. So, we explain how we have defined the dimensions of

research and practitioner contributions.

Research contribution approaches. Extant research allows clas-

sifying the research contributions of AR studies. First, there

is the distinction between theory building and theory testing,

which has been extensively used for classifying the theore-

tical contributions of empirical articles (e.g., Colquitt &

Zapata-Phelan, 2007; Snow & Thomas, 1994; both in the

strategic management field). Second, Fisher and Aguinis

(2017) describe theory elaboration as an actionable research

approach for addressing current challenges to theory

development.

Therefore, we establish three types of research contributions

for our framework: theory testing, theory building and theory

elaboration, as it follows:

Dual contribution of

AR studies

Collaboration  based on

team based approach

Win-win relationship

Description of unit of

analysis

Cyclical nature –

intermediate results

Confident and

experienced researchers

and practitioners

Figure 2. Main features of AR that assures dual contributions.

Theory building / 

induction

Theory testing / 

deduction

Theory elaboration / 

abduction

Proposal DiagnosisImplementation

Practitioners’ contribution approaches

Research contribution
approaches

Figure 3. Framework of the paper.
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� Theory testing: The driving force in conventional theory

testing is deduction, the explicit development of hypoth-

eses from a previously selected underlying theory

(Ketokivi & Choi, 2014). As Spens and Kovács (2006)

stated, research starts by reviewing existing theory; then,

logical conclusions are drawn from this theory in the

form of general laws presented as ex-ante propositions

and/or hypotheses which are then tested empirically

with the data collected. In other words, this kind of study

follows the hypothetic-deductive model and uses theory

to formulate hypotheses before testing them with obser-

vation. General conclusions are made based on the

empirical corroboration or falsification of the proposi-

tions and/or hypotheses. This type of study clarifies or

supplements existing theory or introduces relationships

and constructs that serve as the foundations for new

theory (Colquitt & Zapata-Phelan, 2007).

� Theory building: The knowledge of a general theoretical

framework is not necessarily required as a starting point.

Propositions and/or hypotheses are produced on the

basis of empirical studies instead of before observations

(Spens & Kovács, 2006). Theory building is often

described as inductive. The premise is that in the context

of the specific research question and empirical setting,

explanation (theory) derives from exploration (analysis;

Ketokivi & Choi, 2014).

� Theory elaboration: Fisher and Aguinis (2017, p. 438)

state that “theory elaboration is the process of concep-

tualizing and executing empirical research using preex-

isting conceptual ideas or a preliminary model as a basis

for developing new theoretical insights by contrasting,

specifying, or structuring theoretical constructs and rela-

tions to account for and explain empirical observations.”

As Ketokivi and Choi (2014) stated, in contrast to theory

testing and theory building, theory elaboration is based

on the researcher’s ability to analyze both the general

theory and the context in a balanced manner. Efforts of

theory elaboration emphasizes an abductive reasoning

approach that involves modifying the logic of the gen-

eral theory in order to reconcile it with contextual idio-

syncrasies (Ketokivi & Choi, 2014). The abductive

research process starts with the observation of a real-

life phenomenon. The researchers initiate a creative,

iterative process of “theory matching” and “systematic

theory combinations” in an attempt to develop a possible

theoretical framework or to extend the existing theory

used prior to this specific observation (Spens & Kovács,

2006).

The use of AR for theory testing may generate doubts and

criticism by some scholars. It is assumed, however, that there

are also valid arguments to consider this methodology adequate

for theory deduction or testing. Although published in a non-

management journal, Titchen and Binnie (1994) recognized

AR as a strategy for theory generation and testing. Further-

more, AR is a multidisciplinary approach that involves the

simultaneous (joint) use of various (multiple) qualitative and

quantitative methodologies or instruments. Barratt et al. (2011)

considered that case studies can be used for deductive pur-

poses, and this argument could be extended to include action

research as well. Likewise, Spens and Kovacs (2006) signa-

lized that AR has specific features to develop abductive studies.

Practitioners’ contribution approaches. In order to classify contri-

butions for practitioners, we define three types of contributions

that firms can get from an AR study:

� Implementation: A contribution may be classified as

implementation when the organization dealt with in the

AR study has already realized a proposed solution and

the results achieved are reported as well. In AR studies

classified in this category, researchers usually develop a

specific tool, methodology or model for the issues the

practitioners face. Furthermore, the contributions for the

practitioners are quantified and there is a description of

the implementation phases that have been carried out.

� Proposal: A contribution may be classified as a proposal

when the AR team recommends specific actions to the

practitioners to improve the situation. These recommen-

dations can come in very different forms (e.g., a strate-

gic plan or a change program), however, no actual

implementation of any solution is reported in the paper.

� Diagnosis: AR studies contribute a diagnosis to practi-

tioners when they describe and analyze a particular

issue, but neither make recommendations about how to

improve the situation, nor provide or implement specific

proposals. The primarily aim of the AR study is to iden-

tify root causes for the issues at hand.

This typology is based on a conceptual approach. There are

no research references (to the best of our knowledge) that use

the typology “diagnosis,” “proposals” and “implementations”

to analyze dual contributions. Therefore, this classification

may be considered disruptive, as AR is usually linked primarily

to implementation, the reason being that implementation

implies “action.” Though, our typology is in accordance with

the fact that AR projects are cyclical, as the research projects

go through a spiral of cycles (Ballantyne, 2004; Coghlan &

Brannick, 2001). The spiral of cycles implies that different

degrees of contributions for practitioners can be considered

in terms of the intermediate outputs in the cyclical stages,

adding “diagnosis” and “proposal” as relevant outputs for the

practitioners. In this sense, Gummesson (2000) stated that a

relevant contribution of an AR study is to define a new refer-

ence framework, based on the fact that AR aims at developing a

holistic understanding during a research project, while at the

same time, help to recognize its complexity. This complexity

can also justify classifying the practitioner’s contributions not

only in terms of “implementation” if not also in terms of

“diagnosis” and “proposals.” These may specially happen

when AR studies are framed in doctoral theses (Zuber-

Skerritt and Fletcher (2007) or long-term projects where

Alfaro-Tanco et al. 5



multiple outputs may be obtained (Coghlan & Coughlan,

2006). Therefore, we consider that strong arguments exist for

our proposal to evaluate contributions for practitioners in AR

studies in the three categories of “diagnosis,” “proposals” and

“implementations.”

Method

In this section, we describe the stages of the systematic litera-

ture review and the descriptive analysis of the 62 papers of the

database obtained.

Systematic Literature Review Stages

We followed the systematic literature review (SLR) methodol-

ogy, as described by Tranfield et al. (2003, p. 209) since it is a

replicable, scientific, and transparent process.

Figure 4 illustrates the different steps we followed to select

the final 62 papers for analysis: (1) to define the objective

and scope of the literature review in terms of relevant journals

and time period, (2) to identify papers based on title, abstract

and keywords, (3) to filter the identified papers in order to

select those that represent AR empirical studies, (4) to codify

the selected papers and to build the database, and (5) to classify

the selected papers in a systematic way in terms of our evalua-

tion framework.

As it can be seen in Figure 4, the first step of our search

strategy consisted on defining the journals where to look for

AR papers in OM field. In this sense, even most SLR searches

were carried out on databases, there are SLR studies whose

search was based on specific journals such as Chatha and Butt

(2015) and Danese et al. (2018). The selection of journals was

based, first, on studies that carried out literature reviews in the

field of OM based on the analysis of specific OM journals, such

as Chase (1980), Swamidass (1991), Dangayach and

Deshmukh (2001) or Pilkington and Meredith (2009). Second,

we also considered those studies that have analyzed the relative

importance of OM journals or have ranked OM journals

according to their perceived quality and relevance for OM

research, such as Barman et al. (2001) and Olson (2005). This

allowed us to finally identify 15 reputable journals (listed in

Table 1).

The literature search was carried out for the years 2000 to

2017. This process started in 2000 as AR was not cited as an

influential methodology in OM until mid-90s and early-00s

(Coughlan & Coghlan, 2002; Westbrook, 1995). Therefore,

we cover a research period that allows us a representative anal-

ysis of the dual contributions of AR papers.

STAGE 2: Identify papers with “action 

research” in the title, abstract or 

keywords in the 15 analyzed journals in 

the period 2000-2017

75 papers

STAGE 3: Remove those papers not 

considered empirical papers based on 

AR:

- Not AR based-studies

- Descriptive/not empirical studies

- Teaching OM based on AR

7 papers

5 papers 62 papers

1 paper

STAGE 4: Final database with papers:

- Coding of the papers
Database with descriptive information

STAGE 1:.Selection of journals and 

time period to analyzed 15 OM journals in 2000-2017

STAGE 5: Structured analysis of papers 

to identify dual contribution and to fill 

the evaluation framework
Table 2

OUTPUTSSTAGES

Figure 4. Selection of papers.
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Our initial search in the 15 selected journals was for articles

that included the word “action research” in the title, abstract or

keywords. We discarded: (a) seven papers because they do not

describe the use of AR methodology, (b) five papers on AR that

were purely theoretical or descriptive in nature, and (c) one

about teaching OM based on AR.

Approach of Analysis

The analysis of the 62 AR studies was carried out as follows.

First, each author analyzed the same set of five articles to

determine their primary academic and practical contributions

according to the framework described. As the three categories

of each type of contribution are not mutually exclusive, the

results were then compared, and if there were disagreements

between the authors about the classification, there was a joint

discussion to refine the criteria. As a result, a template was

created with detailed criteria that allowed the authors to clas-

sify the papers in a distributed manner (i.e., one paper-one

“reviewer”). This procedure is detailed in Online Appendix

1. When there were questions about the classification of an

article, the other co-authors were consulted to agree about the

primary category for it.

The reference and the classification of each of the 62 ana-

lyzed papers is available in Online Appendix 2. It provides a

detailed description of the research and practitioners’ contribu-

tions for each paper, and their classification in terms of both

research contribution and practitioner contribution, according

to our dual framework.

Descriptive Analysis by Year and Journal

This section presents the findings related to (1) trends in the

number of published papers, and (2) the distribution of the

analyzed papers in terms of the journals in which they were

published.

Figure 5 shows the chronological appearance of the papers

from 2000 to 2017. More than 50% of analyzed papers were

published in the last 7 years (2011–2017). As such, the number

of papers is low in the whole period, and the weight of AR in

the field of OM can therefore be considered as residual.

Table 1 details the number of analyzed papers for each

journal where at least one AR study was found. It shows that

five OM journals include 82% of the built database. IJOPM

papers represent 37% of the published AR studies, and IJPE,

PPC, IJPDLM and JPSM together cover another 45%.

Dual Contribution Description (RQ2)

In this section, we determine whether the evaluation frame-

work is valid to analyze and classify contributions of AR stud-

ies. In fact, Table 2 shows the number of papers assigned to

each category of the dual framework.

It can be observed that the most frequent combination is

theory building-implementation, which represents 43% of the

analyzed papers. Theory testing-implementation and theory

elaboration-implementation also have a relevant importance.

Table 1. Number of Papers in Terms of the Journal.

Journal # %

IJOPM 23 37.1
IJPE 9 14.5
PPC 9 14.5
IJPDLM 5 8.1
JPSM 5 8.1
IJPR 4 6.5
SCMIJ 4 6.5
JOM 2 3.2
JBL 1 1.6
TOTAL 62 100.0

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

# of papers

Figure 5. Chronological summary of papers analyzed (2000–2017).
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At the same time, the results reveal a low number of diagnosis

and proposal contributions. The main findings of our analysis

(now focused in answering both RQ2 (I) and RQ2 (II) are

described below.

RQ2 (I): What Kinds of Research Approaches Are Used
in Published AR Articles in OM?

Figure 6 shows the number of papers classified according to the

three types of research contributions during the period of anal-

ysis (2000–2017). Seventeen of the 62 papers used a theory

testing approach, 33 studies were defined as theory building,

and 12 were classified as theory elaboration. Four of the papers

classified as theory testing were published before 2009, and 13

were published in the period 2010–2017. While it is true that

theory building is the predominant research approach, the num-

ber of AR papers in OM journals that use both theory testing

and theory elaboration approaches is significant, which leads to

the conclusion that the AR approach is applicable to all

research contributions from our framework.

Being conscious that linking theory testing with AR may be

considered controversial (as mentioned in second section), the

analysis focuses on how AR is used for this purpose. In this

sense, Table 3 shows 9 papers that have been classified as

theory testing in terms of their main contribution to research.

It can be observed that most of these papers focus on determin-

ing factors that influence an operational decision/issue and to

refine an existing framework in a specific context.

RQ2 (II): What Kinds of Practitioners’ Benefits
Predominate in AR Articles in OM Research?

Figure 7 shows the number of studies classified according to

the three types of practitioner contributions during the period of

analysis (2000–2017). The majority (51) of the papers used an

implementation approach, 3 studies were proposals, and 8 were

classified as diagnosis.

It is important to emphasize that authors often had to clas-

sify practitioner’s contribution based on a few scattered sen-

tences in the article, in which the authors summarized their

contribution to practice, as there typically were no specific

sections reporting practitioner’s contribution in a more detailed

manner.

The analysis of practitioners’ contributions confirmed that

our framework based on diagnosis, proposals and implementa-

tion is justified. Papers for each approach were found, although

the first two were much less common. This dominance has even

increased in recent years, often with detailed reporting about

very specific contributions of AR studies for the case compa-

nies. For example, Baker and Jayaraman (2012) reported a 27%
inventory reduction thanks to an AR project. Similarly,

Cagliano et al. (2005) reported a 5% lead-time reduction at the

company they collaborated with. Visintin et al. (2017) reported

the results of developing and implementing a surgery room

scheduler at a hospital; the study compared the performance

Table 2. Distribution of Papers in Terms of Dual Analysis.

Type of contribution Implementation Proposal Diagnosis Total

Theory testing 13 1 3 17
Theory elaboration 11 0 1 12
Theory building 27 2 4 33
TOTAL 51 3 8 62
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Figure 6. Trend of AR papers in terms of research approach.

8 International Journal of Qualitative Methods



before and after implementation in terms of resource utiliza-

tion, complexity of surgeries and bed utilization.

In some other cases, for example, Adebanjo et al. (2013), the

description of the implementation is more general, such as the

reorganization of the supplier selection process, and no specific

results are reported.

In the proposal category, the main contribution for practi-

tioners in the three identified papers were recommendations

about specific improvements to be carried out in the company.

In Neely et al. (2000), for example, the recommendation was a

workbook that provided guidelines for the process-based

design of a performance measurement system. Shaw et al.

(2001) developed a framework that aimed to become a model

of good practice for new product (or process) development

(NPD) in the fine chemicals industry. Finally, Braz et al.

(2011) focused on presenting a proposal to improve an energy

company’s performance measurement system.

Many of the diagnosis papers appear to follow a similar

conceptual approach. Based on the analysis of one or more

specific case studies, the articles then developed a more general

methodology. A representative example of this is Dey et al.

(2015), as this research proposed both leading and lagging

factors for supplier evaluation and developed a model based

on the diagnosis of the strategic evaluation of suppliers in a

company. In this study, the contribution for practitioners is not

about the implementation but rather the framework to diagnose

Table 3. Examples of Theory Testing Papers.

Theory test-
ing paper Main Contribution to Research Why Theory Testing?

Bamford
et al.
(2015)

To study factors influencing lean implementation. “The research questions were tested using evidence from
field-based, action research, within a food manufacturer
and an NHS organization hybrid process (construction/
transactional).” (p. 708)

Berasategi
et al.
(2011)

To determine the main factors that influence the efficiency of
innovation networks on the proper deployment of collaborative
networked innovation processes.

“in order to validate and refine the developed
methodology, it was tested in a real-world context.” (p.
582)

Bittici et al.
(2006)

To analyze cultural variables influencing performance measurement. A framework was defined through literature review, and it
was tested and refined with five case studies.

Boardman
and Clegg
(2001)

To refine a framework for structuring and synchronizing phases and
stage-gates within an extended enterprise.

The remainder of this paper describes work-in-progress on
a collaborative research project. The project attempts to
provide a means to answer some of the questions posed
by the aforementioned perspectives. (p .810)

Braz et al.
(2011)

To show a better understanding of the process of reviewing and
updating performance measurement systems based on internal
and external environmental changes.

Literature review defines a set of relevant questions to be
answered during the performance system evaluation.

Dey (2012) To develop an integrated analytical framework for effective
management of project risks using combined multiple criteria
decision-making technique and decision tree analysis.

“First, a conceptual risk management model was developed
through thorough literature review. The model was then
applied through action research on a petroleum oil
refinery construction project in the Central part of India
in order to demonstrate its effectiveness.” (p. 903)

Dey et al.
(2015)

To analyze how supplier performance impact on operational and
business performance of client organization through an
integrated analytical model that combines QFD and the analytic
hierarchy process method.

A previously developed framework is tested in practice and
its insights are analyzed.

Eltantawy
et al.
(2015)

To adopt concepts within the theory of swift and even flow, the
authors integrate the physical (material) and information flow
among these supply partners to ensure higher productivity
through timely production and distribution.

“Empirical investigations reporting supply chain
coordination using a three-level supply chain are very
limited. In fact, numerous operations management
scholars point out the dearth of theory testing studies of
complex OM dynamics at the supply-chain level (i.e.
beyond a dyad). To address this significant gap in
literature, our study relies on a three-echelon supply
chain consisting of three independent organizations with
the main unit of analysis being the order process initiated
by the focal company.” (p. 896)

Eriksson
(2010)

To increase the understanding of how various aspects of lean
thinking can be implemented in a construction project and how
they affect supply chain actors and their performance.

This paper utilizes the scientific literature on lean
construction to develop a frame of reference on which
the analysis of case study findings is based. (p. 394)

The empirical pattern was then compared to the
theoretical predictions in order to investigate
differences and similarities between the empirical data
and theory. (p. 398)
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how to implement a model combining quality function deploy-

ment and the analytic hierarchy process. Hales and Chakra-

vorty (2006) studied the critical factors that influence how

Deming’s style of quality is implemented in a plastics com-

pany. This study is especially significant because the diagnosis

outcome was produced after the implementation stage, but the

main report is not about how the action was carried out but

rather to describe a diagnosis of a specific issue related to the

implementation, and this is also a significant outcome of the

AR project.

How to Further Develop the Use of AR in
Management: RQ3 Analysis

As advanced in the introduction, answering the third research

question is about determining the main opportunities and chal-

lenges to enrich and reinforce the dual contribution of AR in

the field of OM and, with that, the role of AR in OM research

itself. Specifically, taking into account the analysis of the

62 AR studies in OM, and our own reflections, the ultimate

aim of this section is to determine how the most common

(traditional) purpose of AR for theory building and implemen-

tation can be developed further. In other words, the goal is to

provide answers to the challenges that researchers face when

developing AR studies in the field of OM, and to leverage all

the possibilities that the different types of contributions from

AR studies offer. Figure 8 graphically shows the main oppor-

tunity that the use of the evaluation framework has permitted to

identify.

The challenge of taking AR in the field of OM one step

forward can be summarized in two crucial headlines: “rigor in

research” and “relevance in managerial practice.” Rigor and

relevance are not new issues for the implementation of AR in

OM and the key point is that they should not be considered as

mutually exclusive. Näslund et al. (2010) developed a com-

prehensive framework to assure both rigor and relevance of

AR studies. The authors emphasized three crucial steps of the

AR methodology: design, data collection and data analysis. In

the following two subsections we propose how to reinforce

the rigor and relevance of AR when aiming for the dual con-

tributions of AR in OM. In this sense, we have checked that

the problem identified by Näslund et al. (2010) holds because

authors do not explain in a detailed way the practitioner’s

contribution.

In this way, Figure 9 illustrates that the starting point to get

achieve this full potential is to extend the use of AR to theory

testing and theory elaboration in terms of research contribution

and to produce both diagnosis and proposals with respect to the

practitioners’ dimension.

Rigor as the Key Requirement to Enrich Research
Contribution of AR

As McNiff (2016, p. 51) stated, “demonstrating methodologi-

cal rigor in action research implies following the action steps of

a project: (a) identify issues and raise research questions, (b)

monitor practice systematically to generate data, (c) describe

the action (gather data), (d) generate evidence to explain the

data and make knowledge claims, (e) test the validity of knowl-

edge claims, (f) make your AR methodology public and (g)

disseminate findings and communicate the significance of

knowledge claims.”

As shown in Figure 9, in the context of our interest, two

aspects are crucial to enrich the research contribution of AR:
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(a) to exploit/to explode access and data collection and (b) to

use AR as a meta-methodology.

Study access and data collection. The element of (information)

access is of significant importance for AR (Gummesson, 2000).

Access opens the door to information and data about the phe-

nomenon being studied. Access is also necessary in order to tap

into the tacit knowledge of employees. While interviews and

observations tend to be the predominant data collection meth-

ods in case studies, the opportunity to use multiple data

collection methods, including the potential to combine both

qualitative and quantitative methods, provides one of the main

advantages of AR (Coughlan & Coghlan, 2002; Silverman,

1993/2006).

Using multiple data sources and integrating practitioners in

the information gathering can significantly increase the rigor of

the project. Triangulation broadly signifies the use of multiple

approaches to “zero in” on the answers to a research question

(Singleton & Straits, 1999) and various triangulation

approaches increase the rigor of research by reducing a number
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of potential biases, such as methodological/instrument bias,

data bias, and investigator bias (Jick, 1979). Further, using

multiple data sources may lead to discoveries which would not

have been made otherwise. McNiff (2016) propose the follow-

ing data gathering techniques for conducting an AR project

(and then generating evidence from the data): logs and diaries,

observation methods, questionnaires, interviews and case

studies.

AR as a meta-methodology. Dick et al. (2015) used AR as a meta-

methodology—that is, a process that can subsume multiple

sub-processes and under which contradicting demands can be

satisfied. According to the authors, and because of those rea-

sons, AR can be described as an “umbrella process.” Moreover,

AR is a collaborative method (Cordeiro et al., 2017; Denis &

Lehoux, 2009), which facilitates its use with other quantitative

and qualitative methods. Its flexibility also helps to include

different methods in the corresponding phases. In particular,

because it is iterative, the process of AR is flexible and cycles

may be nested to provide cycles within cycles (Dick et al.,

2015).

Conducting research using a meta-methodology offers sev-

eral advantages. For instance, it facilitates cooperation in an

interdisciplinary team as it helps researchers to interact with

others. At the same time, AR contributes to mutual understand-

ing between research participants (Ponzoni, 2016). In fact, sev-

eral scholars highlight the fact that AR is an umbrella

methodology that contributes to the integration of other meth-

ods. To cite an example, Maestrini et al. (2016) proposed AR as

a suitable interactive method that could complement other

methodologies. They applied it in the field of purchasing and

supply chain management, but, in their opinion, AR can com-

plement other methodologies in other fields. As a result, AR

can be implemented jointly with other methodologies and scho-

lars should take advantage of the potential of this multidisci-

plinary approach. Two recent papers highlights this feature of

AR. On the one hand, Erro-Garcés and Alfaro-Tanco (2020, p. 8)

concluded that “AR is a multidisciplinary approach that involves

the use of various qualitative and quantitative methodologies/

instruments and, consequently, enables the implementation of

other quantitative and qualitative methodologies.” On the other

hand, Sankaran et al. (2021) used action research as a meta-

methodology through the mix of case studies and surveys in order

to investigate collaboration in project management research.

Need for Relevance as the Basis to Enrich Practitioners’
Contributions

Meredith et al. (1989) defined AR as an ongoing cycle of

research stages. Similarly, Susman and Evered (1978) referred

to the “cyclical process of action research.” Thus, during the

life cycle of an AR study, many cycles of diagnosis, planning,

actions, results and diffusion occur. In this way, relevant out-

puts for both researchers and practitioners may be found. In this

vein, the intermediate results form part of the AR spiral or

cycle, although AR studies do not complete (or do not include)

the complete cycle and manifest themselves in diagnosis or

proposals.

The first identified opportunity is a better learning during

and after each of the AR cycles illustrated, i.e. to really exploit

the whole AR cycle. The goal should be to generate different

outputs from the different AR stages, that is, diagnosis, pro-

posals and implementation. This means that an AR study do not

have always to imply “action” outputs (implementation) as

long as the main requirements of AR hold: dual objectives,

collaborative relationship in all the stages, rigor in methodol-

ogy and relevant results for both academics and practitioners.

However, there is a relevant challenge associated to this

opportunity: the need that AR projects are defined, managed,

monitored and funded in a specific context. As Coughlan and

Coghlan (2002) emphasized, monitoring and managing the

interactions between researchers and practitioners along this

cyclical process of an AR study might be critical to achieve

the dual objective of such studies. In this way, it is crucial to

develop “support infrastructures” that allow establishing a colla-

borative framework that lets the researchers develop the project

from inside the organization. These “support infrastructures” per-

mits practitioners to participate, interact and be more proactive

and they can get continuous feedback during the process. Like-

wise, managers can use their experiential knowledge to reframe

their understanding of situations they are close to. They need to

consider the impact of organizational politics on the process of

inquiry, who the major players are, and how they can be engaged

in the process (Coghlan, 2001).

As it is shown in Figure 9, three types of support infrastruc-

tures for the development of long-term AR projects are pro-

posed: (1) long-term agreements with firms or business

associations, (2) national and international research projects

funded by public organizations, and (3) educational programs.

With respect to the first option, Avella and Alfaro (2014, p.

195) explained how a business chair”—an agreement between

a university and an external organization (firm, association of

firms, public institutions, other kinds of organization) to man-

age and finance activities usually related to teaching and

research”—can be a useful infrastructure for developing AR

research projects in the field of OM. The role of such chairs is

very important in terms of their dual contribution, because they

are very much interested in getting both types of contribu-

tions—research and practice—in order to justify their exis-

tence. As such, a committee of business chairs encourages

both practitioners and researchers to report all the contribu-

tions, including the intermediate outputs, which is a way of

enriching the dual contributions. In addition, this infrastructure

usually has an objective to develop research projects with dual

contributions, which is the right scope for developing the AR

methodology.

Secondly, one example of the development of long-term AR

projects within the framework of national or international pub-

licly funded projects is the study by Coghlan and Coughlan

(2006), which forms part of the results of CO-IMPROVE, a

European Union (EU) funded project. This study provided a

design and implementation framework for a combined action
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learning and action research program (ALAR, as coined by

Zuber-Skerrit, 2003), which aims to address collaborative

improvement in the extended manufacturing enterprise. More-

over, this paper forms part of wider research, which has also

received financial support from the European Commission. It

describes an AR initiative with two objectives: (a) to facilitate

continuous improvement of operations practice and perfor-

mance through collaborative action learning in a small number

of firms, and (b) to develop a contingent approach to address

this need, which could be replicable both in Ireland and

throughout Europe.

Thirdly, there are several studies about the benefits of using

AR methodology within educational programs that promote

AR projects based on doctoral theses or final course projects

in master’s programs. Zuber-Skerritt and Fletcher (2007) high-

lighted the quality points for a doctoral thesis under this meth-

odology and Coghlan (2007) presented the characteristics of a

doctoral thesis using AR, where the PhD student is a manager

who is both researcher and practitioner at the same time. A

doctoral thesis is a rigorous piece of long-term learning and

research in which there are at least two researchers, the doctoral

student and the thesis advisor, who must request periodic

reports and results.

Along these lines, the AR literature has looked at the role of

“insider action research” (Coghlan, 2001, 2007; Coghlan &

Brannick, 2001) when managers are engaged in action research

in their own organization. This can also be applied to master’s

programs that promote the development of projects based on a

dual contribution and that involve both researchers and practi-

tioners as supervisors of the project carried out by the master’s

student.

Conclusions

Action research is a method to analyze practical problems and

to provide dual contributions: enrich theory but also offer prac-

tical solutions to the problem studied. Furthermore, in AR

studies researchers and practitioners actively participate and

collaborate in the research process. During an AR study, there

may be multiple contributions and the development of the eva-

luation framework in this study permits to classify them and, in

this way, to assess the dual contribution of AR studies.

This study signals that it is important to make both OM

researchers and practitioners perceive AR as a powerful meth-

odology that permits them to develop win-win relationships,

and in this way, for AR to enhance empirical research in the

field of OM. Because of this, it is crucial to develop tools and

mechanisms that strengthen its dual contribution, in terms of

both research and practice, such as the “support infrastructures”

that appear in the fifth section.

Progressing toward the deployment of AR projects, and

specifically, undertaking insider AR projects, will give further

momentum to leverage the full potential of the AR methodol-

ogy in management research. But it also will require to further

explore the potential of AR in the field of management research

in general, and OM in particular. In terms of research

approaches, we show as the value of AR in the field of OM

can be extended beyond the traditional scope, to include theory

building as well as implementation.

Implications for the Field of Management

Operations management is the field of management in which

AR is mostly used (Erro-Garcés & Alfaro-Tanco, 2020). But as

there are studies that highlight the relevance of AR in other

fields of management, such as marketing (Kates & Robertson,

2004), human resources (Githens, 2015), information systems

(Baskerville & Wood-Harper, 1996) or project management

(Sankaran et al., 2021), some of the findings of this study can

hopefully be valuable for other fields of management. More

specifically, the evaluation framework developed represents a

tool that may help to assess the dual contribution of any

research study based on AR and not only in the field of OM.

Furthermore, the identified challenges can be extrapolated to

other areas of management in order to reinforce the role of AR

as a meta-methodology that helps to link better the interests of

the university with the needs of companies.

Further Research

This paper opens different avenues for further research. First,

regarding the database, a more extensive and detailed analysis

of the descriptive information could allow us to elaborate an

article about the state-of-art of AR in OM. In this way, the iden-

tification of research groups and to determine the main topics,

countries and industries would help to analyze AR in OM in a

deeper way and it could offer valuable insights. Second, to ana-

lyze not only the practitioners’ contribution if not taking into

account the managerial implication of AR studies, that is to say,

in which way the results can be generalized to other firms and

sectors; to emphasize this point would help to enrich the contri-

butions of AR studies. Third, traditionally, AR studies have con-

tributed to “both science and practice” but, as explained with RQ2

(II) the practical contributions have mainly been focused on

“implementations.” Thus, if further AR studies in the field of

management actually use our framework, then the framework

will be able to be validated. Finally, another possible line of

research could be to test the framework in other fields of man-

agement, such as marketing or human resource management.
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Towards supply chain coordination and productivity in a three

echelon supply chain. International Journal of Operations and

Production Management, 35, 895–924.

Eriksson, P. E. (2010). Improving construction supply chain colla-

boration and performance: A lean construction pilot project. Sup-

ply Chain Management: An International Journal, 15, 394–403.

Erro-Garcés, A., & Alfaro-Tanco, J. A. (2020). Action research as a

meta-methodology in the management field. International Journal

of Qualitative Methods, 19, 1–11.

Fisher, G., & Aguinis, H. (2017). Using theory elaboration to make

theoretical advancements. Organizational Research Methods, 20,

438–464.

Flynn, B. B., Sakakibara, S., Schroeder, R. G., Bates, K. A., & Flynn,

E. J. (1990). Empirical research methods in operations manage-

ment. Journal of Operations Management, 9, 250–284.

Githens, R. P. (2015). Critical action research in human resource

development. Human Resources Development Review, 14,

185–204.

Gummesson, E. (2000). Qualitative methods in management research

(2nd ed.). Sage.

Hales, D., & Chakravorty, S. (2006). Implementation of Deming’s style

of quality management: An action research in a plastics company.

International Journal of Production Economics, 103, 131–148.

Hill, T. J. (1987). Teaching and researching directions in production/

operations management: The manufacturing sector. International

Journal of Operations & Production Management, 7, 5–12.

Hill, T., Nicholson, A., & Westbrook, R. (1999). Closing the gap: A

polemic on plant-based research in operations management. Interna-

tional Journal of Operations & Production Management, 19, 39–156.

Holmström, J., Ketokivi, M., & Hameri, A.-P. (2009). Bridging practice

and theory: A design science approach. Decision Sciences, 40, 65–87.

Jick, T. D. (1979). Mixing qualitative and quantitative methods: Trian-

gulation in action. Administrative Science Quarterly, 24, 602–611.

Kates, S. M., & Robertson, J. (2004). Adapting action research to

marketing. European Journal of Marketing, 38, 418–432.

Ketokivi, M., & Choi, T. (2014). Renaissance of case research as a

scientific method. Journal of Operations Management, 32,

232–240.

Knight, L., Tate, W. L., Matopoulos, A., Meehan, J., & Sami, A.

(2016). Breaking the mold: Research process innovations in

purchasing and supply management. Journal of Purchasing and

Supply Management, 22, 239–243.

Lewin, K. (1946). Action research and minority problems. Journal of

Social Issues, 2, 34–46.

Maestrini, V., Luzzini, D., Rami Shani, A. B., & Canterino, F. (2016).

The action research cycle reloaded: Conducting action research

across buyer-supplier relationships. Journal of Purchasing and

Supply Management, 22, 289–298.

McNiff, J. (2016). You and your action research project (4th ed.).

Routledge.

Meredith, J., Raturi, A., Amoako-Gyampah, K., & Kaplan, B. (1989).

Alternative research paradigms in operations. Journal of Opera-

tions Management, 8, 287–326.
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