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The practical 
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The theoretical 
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context

Methods (data 
collection & 

analysis)

Research 
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Why theory?
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• Because a PhD requires a theoretical contribution

• Because respected (organization and management studies) 
journals require a theoretical contribution

• Because of its impact on how people think and act…
 
“Nothing is quite so practical as a good theory!” (Lewin, 1951)
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2. Explain scholarly work as contributing to a scholarly 
conversation



10(Huff, 1999, p. 3)
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4. Help consider what it takes to contribute to a 
conversation (e.g., build on flow, etc.)
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5. Help identify the key “conversants” - they are the 
foundation of the scholarly argument

These can be scholars or specific 
articles (I like the latter approach)
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Backer, K.D. and Miroudot, S. (2013). Mapping global value chains. 
OECD trade policy papers, 159.

Covey Stephen, R. (1989). The 7 Habits of Highly Effective 
People. Simon & Shuster, USA.

Ernst & Young. (1999-2009) Mergers and Acquisitions: A review of 
activity for the year. Ernst & Young. South Africa. 

Kania, J. & Kramer, M. (2011). Collective Impact. Stanford Social 
Innovation Review. Winter. 

Martin, R. (2011). Finding the hidden gems in your business model. 
Harvard Business Review. Retrieved from http://blogs.hbr.org 

An example list of conversants…
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An example list of conversants…

These are not scholarly conversants 
(i.e., theory-based, peer-reviewed)
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An example list of conversants (2)

Adorno, T. W. (1973). Negative Dialectics. London: Routledge & Paul 
Ltd.

Buchholz, R. and S, Rosenthal, S.B. (2006). Integrating ethics all the 
way through: The issue of moral agency reconsidered. Journal of 
Business Ethics, 66 (1), 233-239

Naidoo, R. (2009). Corporate Governance. An essential guide for South 
African Companies. 2nd Edition. Durban: Lexis Nexis

Rossouw, D and van Vuuren, L. 2013. Business Ethics. Cape Town: 
Oxford University Press.
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An example list of conversants (2)

Adorno, T. W. (1973). Negative Dialectics. London: Routledge & Paul 
Ltd.

Buchholz, R. and S, Rosenthal, S.B. (2006). Integrating ethics all the 
way through: The issue of moral agency reconsidered. Journal of 
Business Ethics, 66 (1), 233-239

Naidoo, R. (2009). Corporate Governance. An essential guide for South 
African Companies. 2nd Edition. Durban: Lexis Nexis

Rossouw, D and van Vuuren, L. 2013. Business Ethics. Cape Town: 
Oxford University Press.

Not all of these are scholarly conversants - and 
they are not in “conversation” with each other
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“My work is about creating a completely new 
direction in a scholarly field that does not strictly 
speaking exist yet… there are no primary 
conversants.”

Another response…
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“My work is about creating a completely new 
direction in a scholarly field that does not strictly 
speaking exist yet… there are no primary 
conversants.”

Another response…

There is always relevant prior work 
(e.g., if not AI, then technology)
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2

Recognizing diversity in the journal landscape…
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2

Recognizing diversity in the journal landscape…

The salient 
conversation depends 
on where you want to 

get published…
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“Doug Chadwick… writes, ‘Science is an 
organized form of wonder.’ Every scientific 
study comes out of a wondering. You see 
something happen in the field and ask, “What’s 
going on? Why is that happening?”…

(Saulitis interview with Christine Byl, “The Sun”)

6. Help balance convention with curiosity
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7. Help specify the research question that emerges from the 
literature review

The practical 
problem

The theoretical 
gap or problem

Setting and 
context

Methods (data 
collection & 

analysis)

Research 
question
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How to support your students’ literature review:

6. Help balance convention with curiosity

5. Help identify the key “conversants” - they are the foundation of the 
scholarly argument

3. Help focus on a salient conversation (just like choosing a table at a 
party)

4. Help consider what it takes to contribute to a conversation (e.g., 
build on flow, etc.)

7. Help specify the research question that emerges from the literature 
review

2. Explain scholarly work as contributing to a scholarly conversation

1. Clarify the purpose of a PhD and of the literature review within this


