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Abstract. The growth of knowledge in strategic management hinges on developing novel
research programs. However, the path from the discovery to the justification of research
programs is fraught with hazards—most research directions that scholars pursue are
unlikely to be fruitful. This paper introduces the logic of pursuit to strategy science to aid
researchers in navigating these hazards and ascertaining whether they should continue
working on a particular line of inquiry. Specifically, this paper considers theorizing as a
problem-solving activity. It provides a five-phase trial-and-error approach that focuses on
resolving doubt generated by anomalies and a lack of understanding of complex phenom-
ena. At each phase of this journey, nonempirical indicators such as the economy of research
guide scholars on whether to pursue their research program or to try alternative paths.
Research programs that effectively address the problems for which they were devised are
considered highly warranted and worthy of pursuit.

Keywords: abduction « logic of pursuit « problem formulation « pragmatism - theorizing

1. Introduction

The growth of academic fields depends on their ability
to generate research programs. By research program,
we mean “a sequence of falsifiable theories character-
ized by [a] shared hard core of central theses that are
deemed ... refutation-resistant” (Musgrave and Pig-
den 2021, section 2.2). Launching a new research pro-
gram entails a problem shift in theorizing that typically
introduces relevant new constructs (Agassi 1979, Laka-
tos 1980). For example, transaction cost economics
(TCE) is a research program that problematizes the
boundary of the firm using an efficiency perspective
(Williamson 1985, Ketokivi and Mahoney 2016) and
introduces new constructs such as asset specificity con-
cerning its canonical problem (Williamson 1996,
Argyres and Zenger 2012). The discriminating align-
ment hypothesis and the behavioral assumptions of
bounded rationality and opportunism represent its
hard core (Williamson 1975, 1991; Lakatos 1980) that
yield refutable propositions about problems concern-
ing vertical integration, equity and debt financing, and
multidivisional organization. Generating a research
program such as TCE is a collective endeavor that
requires scholars to engage in the discovery of new pro-
blems, mechanisms, and constructs, as well as the justi-
fication of solutions developed to address the newly
found problems (Reichenbach 1938, Popper 1959). As
such, this activity involves not only researchers but

also participants in the peer review process who, to
some degree, determine whether a particular study will
see the light of day and in which form (Ziman 1991).

The journey from the discovery of a novel research
program to its justification, however, is fraught with
hazards—after all, most research directions that scho-
lars pursue are unlikely to be fruitful (Kuhn 1970,
Lakatos 1970). At the same time, much of the actual
work in science, ranging from fine-tuning problem
formulations and solutions, selectively testing newly
developed theories, and discarding others, often even
before empirically evaluating them, occurs during the
research phase of deciding what to pursue (Laudan
1978, Lakatos 1980). However, most methodological
contributions in the field of strategic management
provide little guidance on the process of making such
choices. Instead, the methodological focus primarily is
either on how to generate theory (Heckman and
Singer 2017, Seetre and Van de Ven 2021), which
belongs to the logic of discovery, or on specific meth-
ods and techniques to test and increase the reliability
of knowledge claims that are advanced by the theory
(Hamilton and Nickerson 2003, Certo et al. 2016),
which belong to the logic of justification.

Although such contributions are valuable, lacking a
formalized overarching framework that incorporates
the logic of pursuit is problematic, as it raises the cost
of trial-and-error inquiry for scholars with limited
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resources. By logic of pursuit, we mean guidance
about which anomalies to problematize, which new
lines of inquiry to join, which paths of inquiry to dis-
card, and which hypotheses to test and which to set
aside for the moment (Curd 1980; Pauling in Gilovich
1993, p. 58). Shedding light on the logic of pursuit pro-
mises to conserve resources researchers expend on
lines of inquiry that lead to a dead end or do not solve
the problem that sparked the inquiry in the first place
(Curd 1980, Shaw 2022). At the community level, the
absence of conversations about the logic of pursuit
can impede the development of new research pro-
grams, limiting the purview of the field (Laudan 1978,
Bhardwaj et al. 2025).

Our paper explores how to facilitate the develop-
ment of novel research programs in the field of strate-
gic management by illuminating the logic of pursuit
and, to that end, builds on seminal studies in the phi-
losophy of science (Popper 1959, Laudan 1978, Laka-
tos 1980, Peirce 1997). We provide a practical tool for
developing research programs in a recursive five-phase
approach grounded in the philosophical tradition of
American pragmatism, the origins of which are often
attributed to philosophers Charles Sanders Peirce, Wil-
liam James, and John Dewey. In pragmatism, the valid-
ity of an argument depends upon the consequences of
acting upon it (Kaplan 1964, Rorty 1979, Bhardwaj
2025a). Our proposed approach—theorizing as problem
solving (henceforth, TPS)—incorporates the logic of
pursuit as a pathway connecting discovery and justifi-
cation. By doing so, TPS seeks to lower costs associated
with developing novel research programs in strategy
science (Peirce 1967, Rescher 1978, Wible 1994). Under-
standing the linkage between discovery and justifica-
tion via the logic of pursuit also helps clarify how
various epistemic standards are applied at different
phases of scientific inquiry. Clarifying these standards
in a problem-solving approach toward theorizing can
remedy the slip into relativism and consider an increas-
ing use of artificial intelligence (AL large language mod-
els) in scientific inquiries.

This paper contributes to the strategic management
literature in four ways. First, it presents the logic of pur-
suit (Laudan 1978, Shaw 2022) and elaborates on the
critical interdependencies between different phases of
scientific inquiry in strategic management (see also Beh-
far and Okhuysen 2018). In doing so, our paper pro-
vides actionable guidelines on navigating the complex
journey between the logic of discovery and the logic of
justification, enabling researchers to develop innovative
research programs while conserving resource use. Sec-
ond, the TPS approach provides researchers the oppor-
tunity to make informed methodological choices and
revisit problem formulations (Balachandran and Her-
nandez 2019, Berry et al. 2021, Bhardwaj and Ketokivi
2021), thus promoting transparency in reporting and

potentially mitigating the inappropriate application
of hypothetico-deductivism (HD) through post hoc
hypotheses (Anonymous 2015, Tourish and Craig
2020). Third, TPS generates guidelines for reviewers
and editors that promote the development of novel
research programs by avoiding premature compara-
tive assessments with established theories, which can
hinder the growth of knowledge (Lakatos 1980, Lau-
dan 1987, Akerlof 2020). This paper also emphasizes
the collective role of researchers and the broader
epistemic community, acknowledging that science is,
undeniably, a social endeavor (Peirce 1923, Merton
1938). Finally, the current paper addresses the need to
incorporate the tradition of pragmatism in theorizing
by adopting a problem-solving approach (Mahoney
and Sanchez 2004, Zellweger and Zenger 2023, Bhard-
waj et al. 2025), which can act as a safeguard against
the slide toward relativism and Al’s tendency to gen-
erate nonsense (Frankfurt 2005, Hicks et al. 2024).

2. Revisiting Current Methodological
Approaches

In this section, we briefly review the three logics span-
ning the research program development cycle (discov-
ery, pursuit, justification; we present the essence of
each in Table 1) and shortcomings associated with
using the currently dominant qualitative (inductive)
and quantitative (hypothetico-deductive) methods
for developing theories in strategic management vis-
a-vis the logic of pursuit. By theory, we mean “a set
of interrelated constructs (concepts), definitions, and
propositions that present a systematic view of phe-
nomena by specifying relations among variables, with
the purpose of explaining and predicting the phenom-
ena” (Kerlinger 1964, p. 11). Accumulation of theories
sharing a hard core of central theses gives rise to a
new research program (Lakatos 1980). Typically, scho-
lars employ qualitative methods to generate new theo-
ries and quantitative methods to justify and extend
existing theories (Edmondson and McManus 2007,
Goertz and Mahoney 2012). This mapping suggests
that qualitative and quantitative research neglect the
logic of pursuit (Curd 1980, Shaw 2022).

2.1. The Logic of Discovery

The logic of discovery refers to the formation of theo-
ries (Hanson 1958, Peirce 1997). It is “the science of
inference from the known to that unknown which
hitherto has not been apprehended or suspected”
(Carmichael 1922, p. 571). Historically, discovery was
centered on employing the “correct” method that
involved observing the world and generating laws
that were empirical regularities (e.g., Newton). How-
ever, this method was limited as it could not account
for or allow positing unobservables. Scientists seeking
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Table 1. The Logics of Inquiry

Discovery

Pursuit

Justification

Definition

Role in scientific
inquiry

Currently dominant
methodology and
relevant research
practices

Intelligent guessing that involves
abductive reasoning and yields
(novel) plausible knowledge
claims

Formulating new problems and
proposing a broad contour of
solutions to them

Exploratory qualitative methods
(e.g., ethnography, grounded
theory, discourse analysis),
formal modelling, simulations

Robust argumentation as to why
resources should be directed at
establishing the probability of a
plausible knowledge claim

Selecting or rank-ordering
problem—solution pairs worthy
of development and testing
based on abductively derived
explanations and nonempirical
indicators

No explicit acknowledgment and
elaboration; abductively derived
explanations as to why a
particular line is worth
pursuing are being put forward,
but this is obtained implicitly
via dialectical engagement with
peers during conference
presentations, research
seminars, and review processes

Evaluation of knowledge claims
to establish their empirical
adequacy

Creating provisional knowledge
by establishing empirical
adequacy of problem-solution
pairs via statistical testing

HD is primarily empirical and
typically involves null
hypothesis significance testing

TPS phase

1 and 2

3

4 and 5

TPS approach

The primary mode(s)
of reasoning

TPS distinct
prescriptions

Larger variety beyond currently
dominant methods: e.g.,
statistical exploration,
qualitative methods, formal
models, system dynamics,
thought experiments, design
science

Abductive

Develop (multiple)
problem—solution pairs to be
tested; exercise divergent
thinking with emphasis on
realism, parsimony, and scope;
engage in transparent trial-and-
error inquiry

Explicit discussion of
nonempirical indicators (e.g.,
efficiency considerations,
simplicity, consilience)

Abductive

Prioritize realism of assumptions
and ability to implement in
practice; search for deeper
causes; be alert to the potential
of extending theory to other
phenomena

HD, comparative (relates only to
mature research programs),
demonstration of problem-
solving effectiveness
(especially for budding
research programs)

Deductive and inductive

Emphasize problem-solving
effectiveness; do not engage
(as an author) or demand (as
a reviewer or editor)
comparative assessment of
budding theories with mature
theories

to advance new theories shifted to evaluating the
validity of their claims predicated on predicted effects,
that is, justification (for a complete history, see Lau-
dan 1981b). This shift continued to dominate the
(social) sciences despite many philosophers of science
expressing concern over the neglect of discovery,
although this neglect is slowly changing following
Hanson (1958, 1960).

Hanson (1958) brought Peirce’s (1997) pragmatism to
the foreground by maintaining that a logic of discovery
exists as shown by Galileo’s knowledge claim that a
body would fall at a strictly uniform acceleration. Also,
following Peirce, Hanson (1958) discussed Kepler’s first
law, which states that all planets move in an ellipse
with the sun as one focus, exemplifying abductive rea-
soning. Within management and strategy science, Van
de Ven (2007) clearly articulates the logic of discovery
and abductive reasoning, which are further refined by
Mantere and Ketokivi (2013), among others.

Thus, the reasoning undergirding discovery is abduc-
tion (Peirce 1997, Walton 2005). The logic of discovery is
a form of intelligent guessing that involves abductive
reasoning and yields (novel) plausible explanations
(these plausible explanations are then transformed into
probabilistic statements in the logic of justification).
Curiously, the dominant approach for discovery in
strategic management remains inductive rather than
abductive theorizing (Eisenhardt 1989, 2021; Bansal
etal. 2018).

2.1.1. Inductive Theorizing. At its core, inductive the-
orizing emphasizes the emergence of theory from pat-
terns observed in the data (Glaser 2001, Shepherd and
Sutcliffe 2011, Eisenhardt et al. 2016). However, only
the case (pattern, observation) is proposed to be trans-
formed into a rule through induction alone. A differ-
ent type of reasoning is required for conjecturing an
explanation of this case (pattern, observation), that is,
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developing a new theory: “[induction] can never orig-
inate any idea. ... All the ideas of science come to it
by the way of Abduction” (Peirce, 5.145, emphasis
added; see also Timmermans and Tavory 2012, Tavory
and Timmermans 2014)." Thus, the creative inferential
process aimed at providing a potentially generalizable
theoretical explanation is abduction, whereas general-
izing a pattern is induction (Burks 1946, Hanson 1958,
Magnani 2001). Therefore, as long as researchers pro-
pose a theory rather than generalize an observed pattern,
inductive theorizing is a misnomer. Researchers then
must use good judgment in their abductive analysis to
evaluate a theory based on fit (theoretical claims are
corroborated by evidence), plausibility (theoretical
claims of the new theory are better at addressing the
question at hand than existing theories), and relevance
(the new theory matters in the broader intellectual
community; Achinstein 1993, Peirce 1997, Tavory and
Timmermans 2014).

Although this domain-specific mischaracterization
of abduction as induction can be considered a merely
linguistic issue, it can be problematic. Consider that
when findings from multiple case studies directed at
developing novel theoretical explanations are claimed
to be based on inductive inference, it gives a mistaken
impression that they have been in some way justified.
This impression occurs because justification of knowl-
edge claims is a primary objective of induction, whereas
untested propositions (theory) derived through abduc-
tion belong to the logic of discovery (Evered and Louis
1981, Peirce 1997, Van de Ven 2007) and should not be
accorded undue confidence. Such theories are suspected
to be warranted but require tests (justification). Crucially,
correcting this mischaracterization makes clear that the
lack of generalizability and replicability is an inappro-
priate criticism for both single and multiple case stud-
ies, as the purpose of abduction is conjecturing new
theory that still awaits argumentation for pursuit and,
potentially, further justification (Hanson 1958, Achin-
stein 1993).

Another problem with inductive theorizing in strat-
egy science is the widespread misconception that data
speak for themselves (Eisenhardt 1989, Glaser 2001,
Pratt 2009). However, this claim lacks support from the
modern philosophy of science (Hanson 1960, Machlup
1963, Pfleiderer 2020). Just like minor changes in the
assumptions of formal models can lead to substantially
different conclusions, adjustments in language and
interpretation can lead to markedly different general
theories about patterns in data, many of which can be
equally convincingly corroborated by the evidence.
This perennial vexing problem is the underdetermina-
tion of theories by evidence (Quine 1953, Laudan 1990).
There are no epistemological grounds to dismiss theo-
ries or patterns as meaningless, especially when they
have predictive ability (Quine 1953, Laudan 1990).

Increasing the volume of data provides no relief
here, as atheoretical data mining increases the risks of
encountering the Feynman trap—the propensity to find
meaningless patterns (Baum and Smith 2015, Smith
2020). Because data cannot speak for themselves,
researchers using inductive theorizing gain no guid-
ance on when to update their beliefs or abandon the
current line of inquiry.

2.1.2. Theorizing Using Abduction. A second method
to build theory is through abductive reasoning (Powell
2001, Seetre and Van de Ven 2021, Bhardwaj and Ser-
geeva 2023)—"[a] creative inferential process aimed at
producing new hypotheses and theories” (Timmer-
mans and Tavory 2012, p. 187). Abduction means arriv-
ing at an explanation—it “consists of studying facts
and devising a theory to explain them” and is the first
step in theorizing (Peirce, 5.145, 7.218). Abduction is
often sparked by researchers experiencing doubt when
confronted with anomalies (Hanson 1958, Locke et al.
2008, Timmermans and Tavory 2012, Berry et al. 2021),
which signals that their theory-driven expectations
are violated.

Abduction is a prime mover for scientific inquiries
and permits back-and-forth movement between the-
ory and data (Van de Ven 2007, Sergeeva et al. 2021),
providing researchers flexibility that deduction and
induction do not afford. Abduction is an interrogative
approach that progresses by “formulating a sequence
of questions guided by the [theoretically anticipated]
answers and by the incoming data” (Walton 2005, pp.
181-182). When this back-and-forth inquiry is reported,
transparency is enhanced, which lends credibility to
the process (Bhardwaj and Ketokivi 2021). In this sense,
abduction is instrumental for the logic of pursuit—
unexpected answers and lack of understanding indi-
cate that researchers should consider rethinking their
line of inquiry (Laudan 1978, Curd 1980, Timmermans
and Tavory 2012). We unpack the role of abduction in
the logic of pursuit in greater detail in Section 2.3.

Theorizing using abduction enables researchers to
posit (new) unobservable relationships, which is criti-
cal to the logic of discovery (Laudan 1978, Godfrey
and Hill 1995, Tavory and Timmermans 2014)—with-
out being able to do so, researchers would interpret
data in a shallow, “reporting” manner so that their
interpretation appears to be “objective” and noncon-
troversial. That said, because all theories are underde-
termined by evidence, researchers can generate many
alternative theoretical explanations for any given phe-
nomenon, with their plausibility not being ascertain-
able. In other words, abduction in the research literature
primarily generates plausible hypotheses explaining
various phenomena, thereby planting the seeds for dis-
covery (Dew 2007, Heckman and Singer 2017). This
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way, abduction facilitates sensemaking (Weick 1989,
Van de Ven 2007).

A second application of abduction is an inference to
the best explanation, which includes not only the pro-
cess of generating plausible hypotheses but also the
process of evaluating and selecting the best among
them (Magnani 2001, Lipton 2004). Yet, this process
belongs to the logic of pursuit, which the literature on
theorizing has often overlooked. Ultimately, even if a
clear avenue exists to pursue a line of reasoning,
abduction cannot be used to evaluate a theory. We
next consider empirical engagement through the logic
of justification.

2.2. The Logic of Justification

The logic of justification involves evaluating (testing)
and justifying hypotheses and theories (Reichenbach
1938). Essentially, the logic of justification inquires
whether sufficient epistemic reasons exist to regard a
claim as being provisionally true. The reasoning under-
girding this inference is induction, which provides
a probabilistic basis for acceptance (Hacking 2016).
Although Popper (1959) emphasized that science does
not inherently rely on induction, it still plays an
ampliative role in extending and justifying existing the-
ories. This role is contingent upon the assumption that
the world to which the theory applies has not experi-
enced a major disruptive shock like a pandemic. Given
that ascertaining whether such events will occur is
impossible, justification remains provisional (Hume
2006). From a pragmatist perspective, doubt catalyzes
inquiry; thus, discovery and repeated testing through
induction justify the provisional acceptance of claims
that quell the doubt (Reichenbach 1938, Peirce 1997,
Seetre and Van de Ven 2021). The dominant approach
for justification in strategic management, as in many
other disciplines, is hypothetico-deductivism (Foss and
Hallberg 2017).

2.2.1. Hypothetico-deductivism. Hypothetico-deducti-
vism comprises three main parts: (1) the hypothetico
part, which uses existing theories to formulate specific
hypotheses for testing; (2) the deductivism part, which
concerns the consequences derived from these hypoth-
eses; and (3) the evaluation part, which involves com-
paring the deduced consequences with empirical data
(Hempel 1965, Nola and Sankey 2007). HD belongs to
the logic of justification as it focuses solely on justifying
hypotheses, not where they come from or why they are
pursued (Hanson 1960, Curd 1980). After the hypothe-
ses are “justified,” researchers often make an inductive
leap, asserting that their findings are generalizable
beyond the scope of the investigation (Ketokivi and
Mantere 2010). Ostensibly, this approach seems straight-
forward. However, HD has at least three significant
shortcomings that impact the logic of pursuit.

The first shortcoming derives from the necessary
reductionism that facilitates the analytic tractability
of predictions through falsifiable hypotheses (Denzin
1970, Blaug 1980). Achieving this tractability often entails
adopting unrealistic domain assumptions, depriving
analyses of complex phenomena of their practical mean-
ing (Musgrave 1981, Sergeeva et al. 2022). When existing
lines of inquiry lose managerial relevance, the logic of
pursuit is undermined. Further, HD posited the symme-
try of explanation and prediction in which prediction
implies explanation and explanation implies prediction.
However, an asymmetry can occur between prediction
and explanation. Consider the possibility that predicted
outcomes can occur before an explanatory hypothesis
has been developed. For example, Darwin’s theory of
“survival of the fitter” provides a persuasive explanation
but does not predict what will survive in advance. Thus,
HD neglects that nonpredictive theories can be useful by
providing a compelling explanation (Blaug 1980, Maho-
ney 1993). Indeed, because of its nonfalsifiability, Popper
(2002, p. 302) regarded natural selection as an unscien-
tific “metaphysical research program.” Nevertheless, Dar-
win’s contributions have significantly advanced our
understanding of the world (McCloskey 1985).

Second, HD focuses on justification through falsifi-
cation, which is problematic in practice. When a partic-
ular conjecture is falsified, the empirical data typically
do not provide sufficient grounds to reject an entire the-
ory (Duhem 1906, Quine 1953). Popper (1962, p. 239)
recognized that the evaluation of conjectures involves
“chunk]s] of a theoretical system [and] in these cases, it
is sheer guesswork which of its ingredients should be
held responsible for any falsification.” Consequently,
HD allows researchers to conclude that some element of
the theoretical system under evaluation is false without
being able to definitively pinpoint the problematic part
(Quine 1953, Hausman 1992). This limitation means
that researchers are unable to isolate the problematic
part and pursue what remains. In essence, HD lacks
the logic of pursuit. Because HD focuses on the logic of
justification and not discovery, it does not consider
the reasoning undergirding hypotheses (Hanson 1960,
Diesing 1971). Moreover, statistical corroboration can
be misleading (Leamer 1983, Nuzzo 2014), and the
robustness of the reasoning undergirding hypotheses
typically remains unevaluated, leaving it vulnerable to
opportunistic practices such as hypothesizing after the
results are known—commonly referred to as HARKing
(Kerr 1998, Tourish and Craig 2020).

Third, HD offers little guidance on theory choice
for investigating phenomena—yet this choice dictates
how researchers determine relevant data, formulate
hypotheses, and evaluate their validity. For example,
consider a manufacturer contracting for components
essential to its operation. The contracting challenges
faced by a manufacturer can be analyzed through
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theories of cost-minimizing efficiency, competence,
and power (Santos and Eisenhardt 2005, Ketokivi and
Mahoney 2016), each directing scholarly attention to
different facets of the phenomenon and leading to
various methodological choices. Attempts to rational-
ize the choice to pursue one theory over another are
challenging because empirical evidence alone cannot
determine theory selection (Kuhn 1970, Feyerabend
1975, Laudan 1990). Explaining the choice to pursue
one theory over others necessitates nonempirical consid-
erations such as the potential scope of problem solving,
parsimony, and coherence (Lakatos 1980, Churchland
1985, Mackonis 2013), which HD does not provide.

2.3. The Logic of Pursuit: The Bridge Between
Discovery and Justification

The logic of pursuit bridges plausibility and probabil-

ity and provides reasons for inquirers to cross that

bridge (Laudan 1981b). Achinstein (1993, p. 90) aptly

elaborates:

Sometimes a scientist presents a new theory ... to show
that the theory is reasonable to pursue; i.e., that it is
reasonable to try to work out consequences of the the-
ory, apply it to complex systems, add or reformulate
assumptions, [and] devise possible ways to test it. ...
Doing this is important because ... scientists need to
know whether it is reasonable to invest their own time
and energy in its pursuit.

The logic of pursuit is guided by abductive inference,
which hinges on explaining why a particular line of
inquiry is worth pursuing. Such reasoning is weaker
than that in the logic of justification, as it merely suggests
that something may be (Achinstein 1993, Peirce 1997,
Tavory and Timmermans 2014). Although deductive
arguments can accompany an explanation developed

abductively, Achinstein (1993) highlights the impor-
tance of nonempirical criteria enabling researchers to
advocate for a particular line of inquiry. These criteria
include but are not limited to simplicity, plausibility,
testability, consilience, and even practical considera-
tions such as time, cost, and effort. Furthermore, Tavory
and Timmermans (2014) emphasize relevance to the
broader community. Applying these criteria to the
diverse range of abductively conjectured knowledge
claims allows the researcher to select or at least rank-
order them for further testing, thus moving from plausi-
bility to probability.

In addition to the nonempirical criteria discussed
by Achinstein (1993), Bhardwaj (2025a) emphasizes
the role of the nonrational means available to research-
ers advocating for the pursuit of a particular line of
inquiry. These means are but are not limited to the
appeal to language and values that epistemic commu-
nities either implicitly or explicitly follow. For example,
economists may invoke efficiency and refer to agents,
whereas sociologists may emphasize power and refer
to actors. Invoking unfamiliar or rejected values and
language can lower the likelihood of pursuit.

To summarize, discovery is exploratory and turns
on plausibility, whereas justification is confirmatory
and turns on probability. Figure 1 illustrates that the
logic of pursuit is the connecting bridge from plausi-
bility to probability and provides reasons for inquirers
to cross that bridge. The logic of discovery concerns
the invention of hypotheses, the logic of pursuit
requires abductive reasoning that enables the evalua-
tion of hypotheses, and the logic of justification con-
cerns the testing of hypotheses. These three logics are
inexorably connected and constitute the whole fabric
of inquiry. Neglecting any of them leads to a dimin-
ished understanding of how scientific inquiry unfolds.

Figure 1. Theorizing as Problem-Solving: Framework of the Approach
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structured problem

* Formulating well-
structured
problems

* Offering solution(s)
and selecting /
rank-ordering
problem-solution

/- \

* Evaluating
problem-solution
pairs for empirical
adequacy

¢ Inferencetoa
“better”theory

pairs for testing
Discovery \

N

-

Note. White arrows indicate a possibility of returning to and reconsidering the outcomes of the preceding phases.
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Crucially, each logic has its epistemic standards, and
conflating them can result in the misguided accep-
tance or rejection of knowledge claims and the wast-
age of resources. We now present a framework that
clarifies the distinctions between these three logics
and explicates appropriate epistemic standards for
each.

3. Theorizing as Problem Solving

Scientific inquiries are initiated when researchers
encounter problems that raise doubt (Ladd 1987; Pop-
per 1999; Klag and Langley 2013; Peirce, 5.374-5.376).
Wible (1994) notes the affinity between Peirce and
Popper. Both submit that (i) doubt concerning how to
act sparks scientific inquiries, (ii) all theories are falli-
ble, and (iii) empirical evaluation of theories is critical
(Peirce 1923, Popper 1999). However, the main role of
empirical evaluation differed for their respective epis-
temologies. For Popper, a theory must be empirically
falsifiable for it to be regarded as scientific—falsifiability
demarcates scientific and nonscientific theories. For
Peirce, empirical evaluation was necessary to determine
the usefulness of theories in terms of the problems they
solve. For Popper, (ultimately unattainable) truth meant
correspondence to empirical reality, whereas for Peirce,
it meant consensus about instrumental usefulness for
problem solving on which a community of scholars
converges.

Problems typically arise for at least two primary
reasons. First, researchers may observe violations of
their theory-driven expectations, which is to say, they
observe anomalies. These anomalies can be both theoret-
ical and empirical; the former may stem from inconsis-
tencies or the adoption of ad hoc mechanisms, whereas
the latter may result from inaccurate predictions.” These
anomalies, especially if they accumulate, can give rise to
doubt about the efficacy of a theory (Kuhn 1970, Laudan
1981a, Timmermans and Tavory 2012). Second, real-
world complex interdependencies and feedback loops
can obscure the mechanisms responsible for particular
outcomes. A lack of understanding of why an outcome
occurred can lead to doubt about the actions that pro-
duced it. Mitigating such doubt requires developing a
theory that effectively explains outcomes and provides a
foundation for future action (Peirce 1923, Backhouse
1994, Williamson 1975). When this new theory breaks
away from the hard core of existing research programs,
it has the potential to give rise to a novel research
program.

Our approach to engaging in scientific inquiries to
develop research programs centers on two guidelines.
First, we consider the problem-solving potential of a
research program as a necessary condition for its
development. Although seemingly straightforward,
the problem must be described in sufficient detail in

early phases to gauge whether the research program
will likely address the formulated problem. The guide-
line also emphasizes that problems are not constructed
after researchers go “fishing” for statistical correlations.
Second, we consider interdependencies among the
logic of discovery, pursuit, and justification and focus
on the logic of pursuit to enhance trial-and-error
inquiry (Popper 1962, Laudan 1978, Curd 1980). Doing
so requires consideration of nonempirical indicators,
including the costs of pursuit and anticipated future
benefits of novel problem formulation (Alvesson and
Sandberg 2011, Bhardwaj et al. 2025). Pragmatism is an
evolutionary epistemology and holds that the validity
of an argument depends upon the consequences of
acting upon it. Indeed, pragmatist philosopher John
Dewey (1938) championed the scientific method and
inquiry through trial-and-error processes.

We propose a novel five-phase trial-and-error
approach—theorizing as problem solving—that pro-
ceeds from doubt and lack of understanding to a
phase where researchers regard their theory as if it
were true (Friedman 1953, Levi 1991, Sergeeva et al.
2021). This approach unfolds through the following
phases: (1) posing the question, “What is going on
here?” to identify an ill-structured problem; (2) formu-
lating well-structured problems; (3) offering solutions;
(4) evaluating problem-solution pairs for empirical
adequacy; and (5) comparing the new research pro-
gram against more established ones for the purpose of
retention (engaging in inference to a “better” theory).
We will elaborate on each phase and provide guide-
lines to assist researchers in deciding whether to pur-
sue their chosen line of inquiry or to (temporarily)
abandon or modify it. Importantly, these phases are not
strictly sequential, and the logic of pursuit provided by
TPS is designed to guide researchers when revisiting
previous phase(s) is beneficial. Further, because TPS is
concerned with developing research programs, its full
cycle cannot be carried out in one study; it will involve
multiple studies and authors. Different authors may
choose to engage in various phases of the process.

3.1. Phase 1: What is Going on Here?
Discovering an llI-Structured Problem

Much of the activity of strategy science focuses on
modifying and clarifying existing theories and extend-
ing them to encompass new empirical phenomena
(Makadok et al. 2018, Graebner et al. 2023, Haley
2023). This process results in the fine-tuning of estab-
lished research programs and is typically conducted
under the aegis of HD approaches with occasional reli-
ance on inductive theorizing (Eisenhardt and Graebner
2007, Shaver 2021). Conceiving a novel research pro-
gram entails a problem shift that differs from the hard
core of established research programs.
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The neoclassical economics theory of the firm offers
a well-known illustration—it posits that firms are
homogenous, an assumption that has always been at
odds with empirical observations and a source of
doubt (Nelson and Winter 1982, Simon 1982). The eco-
nomics discipline suppressed this doubt because its
primary focus was developing price theory based on
competition among firms (Marshall 1920, Machlup
1963). The opportunity to generate novel theories
regarding managerial decisions producing this hetero-
geneity was advanced instead in Austrian economics
and business history (Penrose 1959, Chandler 1962,
Foss et al. 2019). The empirical inadequacy of such
“self-contained methodological explorations” in neo-
classical economics (Ward 1972, p. 19) inspired Nobel-
prize economists who chose not to suppress doubt
(Coase 1937, Williamson 1975, Ostrom 1990).

We highlight two indicators that suggest that the
current theory is inadequate. First, opportunities for
theorizing may arise when an established research
program simplifies key features to gain analytic tracta-
bility (Nagel 1963, Foss and Hallberg 2014). For exam-
ple, Marshallian (neoclassical) economics posited that
the price system could effectively facilitate smooth
coordination without the intervention of managerial
decision making (Marshall 1920, Coase 1937). As Dem-
setz (1988, p. 189) explains, it is a “mistake to confuse
the firm of [orthodox] economic theory with its real-
world namesake. The chief mission of neoclassical
economics is to understand how the price system coor-
dinates the use of resources, not the inner workings of
real firms.” Although such reductionist assumptions
enable theoretical advancement, their empirical rele-
vance remains weak, resulting in anomalies.

Second, some theories rely on untenable assump-
tions concerning human nature, distorting scholarly
understanding of managerial decision making. For
example, the principal-agent model in economic the-
ory (Holmstrom 1979, Sappington 1991) was initially
built on the premise that managers are unboundedly
rational, can foresee all contingencies, and codify best
responses into employment contracts. Theory devel-
opment was advanced by this assumption (Archibald
et al. 1963, Foss and Hallberg 2017), but framing the
main problem of drafting contracts based on these
assumptions constitutes a type III error of choosing
the wrong problem representation (Mitroff and Feath-
eringham 1974, Cummings and Nickerson 2024) for at
least some important managerial purposes. Indeed,
contracts predicated on the assumption of full ratio-
nality are not observed in managerial practice either
because they are too costly or not humanly possible
(Simon 1982, Williamson 1985). Consequently, a the-
ory based on such untenable assumptions concerning
human nature may not provide a sound basis for
managerial action. Hence, an opportunity exists for an

alternative research program to remedy this shortcom-
ing. Apart from these triggers for scientific inquiry, the
genesis of problematizing could also reside in idle curi-
osity and musings such as “What could go on here?”
Indeed, such curiosity should be welcomed, and it his-
torically has triggered much scientific inquiry (Veblen
1908, Asimov 1984).

Crucially, in pursuing such opportunities, research-
ers must consider whether they are likely to arrive at
empirical implications or actionable advice that differs
significantly from those offered by the research pro-
gram they are challenging (Kuhn 1970, 2022). One way
of increasing the likelihood is to ensure that the canoni-
cal problem formulations are distinct (Simon 1973,
Nickerson and Argyres 2018). To that end, researchers
should strive to break away from their “habits of
thought” (Tavory and Timmermans 2014, p. 40). They
would benefit from cultivating repeated experiences
with their empirical phenomenon of interest as well as
dialectical engagement with others who hold different
perspectives, including practitioners (Baer et al. 2013,
Rindova and Martins 2021, Farjoun and Fiss 2022). For
example, Coase visited firms to converse with man-
agers (Coase 1988), and Williamson examined various
contractual relationships while working at the Depart-
ment of Justice Antitrust Division (Williamson 1996,
Mahoney and Nickerson 2022). Notably, Coase and
Williamson were trained in disciplines during their
undergraduate studies that gave them mental schemas
(ie., industrial law and civil engineering) different
from those of neoclassical economics. Although not all
researchers may have cross-disciplinary training or the
opportunity to engage with practitioners, most can
engage with colleagues who were trained differently
(e.g., Williamson and Ouchi 1981, Bhardwaj and Ser-
geeva 2023).

An alternative approach to increase the likelihood
of novel empirical implications or actionable advice is
using assumptions different from established research
programs (Simon 1982, Foss and Hallberg 2017). Dif-
fering assumptions will also influence canonical pro-
blems. For example, the assumptions that economic
actors will be opportunistic, are sometimes opportu-
nistic, and are never opportunistic (but may still be
unreliable) lead to different problem formulations
about how to contract efficiently, which influences the
theory that is developed (Verbeke and Kano 2012,
Foss and Weber 2016).

3.2. Phase 2: Formulating Well-Structured
Problems

In this phase, researchers formulate questions that

express doubt and transform such doubt into a well-

structured problem (Prahalad and Bettis 1986, Martins

et al. 2015). For example, Coase (1937, p. 388) galvanized

doubt about the effectiveness of allocating resources via
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the price system to formulate the following problem: “If
production is regulated by price movements, produc-
tion could be carried on without any [firm] at all, well
might we ask, why is there any [firm]?” This problem
formulation ultimately contributed to the development
of TCE.

Retrospectively, creating such problem formulations
aimed at resolving doubt seems straightforward. How-
ever, such problem formulations are challenging to
generate, especially for complex contexts relevant to
strategic management. Anomalies often elude precise
identification and understanding for two reasons. First,
suppressing or overlooking anomalies is a natural ten-
dency (Kuhn 1970, Lakatos 1970)—notably, anomalies
in the firm and managerial roles were neglected for
decades. Second, anomalies can be examined in various
ways, such as employing different assumptions, which
leads to diverse problem formulations and solutions
(Laudan 1990, Santos and Eisenhardt 2005).

A critical initial step in transforming an ill-structured
problem into a well-structured one is problem framing
(Dorst and Cross 2001, Baer et al. 2013, Ananth et al.
2024). Problem framing typically begins with identify-
ing symptoms that jointly characterize the problem.
Importantly, a newly identified symptom can intro-
duce a new perspective, necessitating reframing the
problem. As an outcome of this process, a portfolio of
problem frames or interpretations emerges (Volkema
1988, Toader 2021), with each interpretation offering
a different sense of a potential explanation for why
the observed anomaly occurred. Elaborating on this
“sense” and conjecturing (root) causes explaining the
constellation of the identified symptoms constitute an
act of problem formulation (Baer et al. 2013, Deich-
mann et al. 2021, Schulze and Brusoni 2022).

Ananth and colleagues (2024) identify three mecha-
nisms for problem formulation. First, it can be obtained
by winnowing down previously generated problem
frames, focusing on causes deemed more relevant, criti-
cal, and novel. The second mechanism entails integrat-
ing two or more disparate frames into a unified whole.
An advantage of this approach is the increased scope
of a resulting problem formulation, and a disadvantage
is the potential loss of relevant nuances. The third
mechanism hinges on adjusting the level of abstraction
in a problem formulation (Park and Baer 2022), which
can help illuminate the issue in a new light, for exam-
ple, by applying a more distant analogy (Sergeeva et al.
2021). Of course, these approaches can be combined.

Well-structured problem formulation involves a
social process in at least two important ways. First,
although individual factors such as experience (Fisher
et al. 2018), values (Rindova and Martins 2018), and
information (Foss et al. 2016) influence individual per-
ception and interpretation, negotiating consensus about
selected problem formulation is necessary to proceed to

the next stage (this stands both for research teams
and for individual researchers engaging dialectically
with others). Second, individual interpretations are also
influenced by sociocultural factors such as institutional
logic (Friedland and Alford 1991) and ideologies (Van
Dijk 2006).

Crucially, well-structured problem formulation con-
tains the seeds of potential solutions and shapes the
logic of pursuit (Laudan 1978, Curd 1980). Therefore,
the problem must be described in sufficient detail so
that researchers can determine whether their devel-
oped solution is adequate. This level of detail also
enables other researchers to assess whether they
should pursue the problem and coalesce on the evalua-
tion criteria. Elaborating on a problem formulation after
one begins to develop a solution is also possible—
during that process, researchers may realize that the
initial formulation was not specific enough. In TPS,
such recursiveness is permitted—phases indicate the
nature of the research tasks rather than adhering to a
strictly chronological order. Moreover, problem formu-
lations may emerge in what appears to be a simulta-
neous manner (Von Hippel and Von Krogh 2016). This
kind of serendipity typically occurs only at a high level
of abstraction, with the ensuing elaboration of problem
formulation and solution following the recursive path
previously discussed.

Because researchers are unlikely to achieve a perfect
problem formulation initially, they can approach the
task in one of two ways. The first approach is to
develop several problem formulations sequentially.
When researchers develop one problem formulation
and pursue it (Peirce 1929, pp. 273-277; see also
Sebeok and Umiker-Sebeok 1981), they may discover
that the initial problem formulation does not ade-
quately address their concerns and decide to delve
deeper, and perhaps even entirely reformulate the
problem. Alternatively, researchers may work on sev-
eral variations of a problem concurrently (Simon 1982,
Cummings and Nickerson 2024). We now offer some
guidance for researchers on how to decide when a
line of inquiry is worthy of pursuit and when to
develop and switch to an alternate one.

First, researchers can consider the extent to which
the assumptions underpinning well-structured prob-
lem formulations differ from those adopted in the exist-
ing research program. During the problem formulation
process, additional assumptions may arise beyond
those highlighted when the initial anomalies were
identified. Employing assumptions identical to those of
established research programs fails to challenge the
existing hard core, preventing the development of a
novel research program (Lakatos 1980, Maki 2000, Foss
and Hallberg 2017). For example, Williamson’s adop-
tion of bounded rationality alongside the potential for
opportunism by economic actors differed from theories
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that incorporated self-interest but neglected the possi-
bilities of some participants playing outside the rules of
the game (Williamson 1975, Godfrey and Hill 1995).
Selecting a unit of analysis that differs from the past
can be highly generative (Bhardwaj and Akkermans
2024). For example, Williamson (1971) adopted the
transaction as the unit of analysis, which was unprece-
dented in both organization theory and organizational
economics, leading to novel insights.

Second, to increase the likelihood of generating an
effective and tractable solution in the next phase, prior-
itizing the realism and parsimony of domain assump-
tions is essential (Musgrave 1981, Lam 2010). An
exemplar of increased realism in assumptions is the
shift from perfect to bounded rationality in economics
(Simon 1957, 1963; Coad 2021). Further, parsimony
promotes clarity and increases the likelihood of gener-
ating falsifiable hypotheses (Montgomery et al. 1989,
Gunitsky 2019).

Third, researchers can consider the scope of the
well-structured problem formulation, which is the
potential range of phenomena it addresses. For exam-
ple, the “make or buy” problem formulation can be
extended beyond questions of vertical integration to
consider capital structure questions concerning the
comparative advantages and disadvantages of equity
and debt (Williamson 1988, David et al. 2022). This
formulation can also apply to a variety of exchange
contexts, including diversification (Teece 1982, Silver-
man 1999), franchising (Blair and Lafontaine 2010,
Argyres and Bercovitz 2015), and the market entry
strategies and governance modes by multinational
firms (Hennart 1982, Henisz 2000). These extensions
highlight the potential for developing a more general
theory of governance solutions, ultimately leading
to a more impactful research program. Novel, well-
structured problem formulations that introduce new
constructs (e.g., asset specificity) facilitate promising
lines of pursuit for problem-solving proficiency (Lau-
dan 1978, Lakatos 1980).

3.3. Phase 3: Offering Solutions

Phase 3 involves offering solutions, thereby construct-
ing problem-solution pairs (Dewey 1938). Solutions to
well-structured problems are constructed via abduc-
tion (Heckman and Singer 2017, Zellweger and Zenger
2023). In TPS, offering solutions is not intended to max-
imize the likelihood of their rejection as some propo-
nents of falsification recommend (Popper 1962, Blaug
1980) but rather, aims to maximize the likelihood of
solving the problem and providing a reliable basis for
action (Simon 1982, Niiniluoto 2018). TPS subscribes to
this perspective because applied fields, such as strate-
gic management, are arguably better served by a prag-
matist epistemology (Drnevich et al. 2020, Rindova and
Martins 2021), where, from the outset, theories are

developed to resolve anomalies and provide a reliable
and actionable base for solving problems (Peirce 1923,
McGahan 2007, Sergeeva et al. 2021).

Though proposed solutions are guided by problem
formulation (Laudan 1978, Nickerson et al. 2012), each
well-structured problem can generate multiple solu-
tions. Therefore, the number of problem-solution pairs
will likely exceed the number of well-structured prob-
lem formulations, although this outcome is not strictly
necessary. For example, agency theory and TCE offer
alternative solutions for attenuating moral hazard pro-
blems in economic exchange. Agency theory focuses
on ex ante incentive alignment, whereas TCE empha-
sizes ex post governance (Holmstrom 1979, Williamson
1996). Both frameworks offer researchers compelling
reasons for pursuit.

Naturally, researchers seek to ascertain in the early
phases whether pursuing their chosen line of inquiry
is likely fruitful (Peirce 1967, Kuhn 1970). Evaluating
and “shelving” some problem-solution before arriv-
ing at the most suitable one is a standard aspect of
solution development (Putnam 2002, Hsieh et al. 2007,
Bhardwaj and Ketokivi 2021). However, the criteria
by which researchers choose which problem-solution
pairs to pursue are often not clearly articulated.

We summarize three recommendations for generat-
ing and shelving a set of problem-solution pairs and
three recommendations to rank-order them for empir-
ical examination, that is, pursuit. First, problem solu-
tions paired with untenable assumptions about the
nature of the world and its inhabitants (such assump-
tions could be introduced in the process of deriving
the solution) are, for some purposes, candidates for
shelving (Tsang 2006, Coad 2021). For example, a
problem-solution pair that relies on the assumption
that economic actors engaged in exchange will consis-
tently fulfill their promises is potentially useful for
better understanding coordination issues independent
of motivations, such as in “team theory” and mecha-
nism design (Marschak and Radner 1972, Hurwicz
1973). However, this assumption is weak for purposes
such as explaining and predicting firm boundaries
when the possibility exists that some economic actors
will renege on their promises (Foss 1996, Williamson
1996). Although some unrealistic assumptions are
typically required for inquiry (Friedman 1953, Lam
2010), adopting more realistic assumptions is more
likely to help researchers avoid type III errors and
improve explanatory power, thus yielding insights
that can be applied by real-world strategists (Simon
1963, Tsang 2006). Relatedly, simpler problem-solution
pairs (achieved with fewer assumptions) are epistemi-
cally preferable based on the principle of Occam’s razor
(Walsh 1979, Blaug 1980).

Second, solutions that address deeper-level causes
of problems should be prioritized (Baer et al. 2013,
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Park and Baer 2022). A relevant example is a U.S. Sen-
ate subcommittee’s analysis of the broadcasting spec-
trum and the poor-quality programming, which led to
a solution that required appointing “strong and
competent” leaders (Coase 1965, p. 161). Coase (1965, p.
162) maintained that no administrative agency could
outperform the Federal Communications Commission
within the given institutional setup and submitted that
poor broadcast quality was caused by “the allocation of
radio frequencies and the method of finance of the
broadcasting industry.” Coase’s (1965) problem-solution
pair addressed a root cause, whereas the subcommittee’s
solution addressed a surface-level symptom. One effec-
tive way of uncovering the root cause of problems is to
ask “why” until the underpinning mechanism is identi-
fied (Ohno 1988, p. 17).

Third, “solutions” that cannot be applied in practice
are candidates for shelving, at least temporarily (Simon
1982, Williamson 1985). This recommendation does not
stem from a simplistic insistence on immediate applica-
bility but from recognizing that solutions that deliver
impact more quickly and cheaply are preferred in the
context of limited resources in applied science.

Three key considerations can assist in rank-ordering
and establishing a sequence of pursuit when multiple
problem-solution pairs are available: economy of
research, economy of application of conjectured solu-
tions, and consilience. The economy of research consid-
eration acknowledges that researchers’” resources are
limited and should be allocated judiciously (Peirce
1967, Wible 1994). The corresponding guidance is for
researchers to highly rank those problem-solution pairs
that are easily tested and reasonably plausible (Popper
1962, Longino 2018, Sergeeva et al. 2021). Solutions that
are more economical and promise to address the prob-
lem effectively should be favored (Knight 1951, Wil-
liamson 1975). Further, problem-solution pairs that
exhibit a high degree of consilience (i.e., when unrelated
evidence aligns in agreement) also rank highly for pur-
suit (Whetten 1989, Achinstein 1993, Nola and Sankey
2007). In sum, problem—solution pairs that have not been
shelved should be pursued ideally based on the econ-
omy of research, cost of application of conjectured solu-
tions, and consilience. Researchers can consider shelving
problem-—solution pairs that seem to violate the spirit of
these criteria and return to earlier phases of inquiry.
Returning to earlier phases of inquiry does not imply
regress—researchers have gained valuable knowledge
about what line of inquiry not to pursue without engag-
ing in empirical testing. Thus, researchers have used the
logic of pursuit to conserve their limited resources.

3.4. Phase 4: Evaluating Solutions for

Empirical Adequacy
Phase 4 is fundamentally anchored in the logic of jus-
tification (Reichenbach 1938, Van de Ven 2007) and

involves deducing the empirically measurable conse-
quences of proposed solutions to evaluate the perfor-
mance of problem-solution pairs. Performance refers
to the extent to which these deduced consequences,
operationalized as observational claims, correspond to
actual observations (Nola and Sankey 2007, Ketokivi
and Mahoney 2016), ultimately hinging on empirical
adequacy. This empirical adequacy enables researchers
to treat their solutions as if they were “true” and thus
provides a basis for subsequent (managerial) action
(Boland 1979, Blaug 1980). From a practical perspec-
tive, an empirically adequate problem—solution pair
effectively creates a desired impact in the world (Ser-
geeva et al. 2021, Zellweger and Zenger 2023): “Any
idea upon which we can ride, so to speak, any idea that
will carry us prosperously from any one part of our
experience to any other part, linking things satisfacto-
rily, working securely [is] true instrumentally” (James
1907, p. 22). In other words, from a pragmatic lens there
is no difference between the statements “it is true
because it works” and “it works because it is true”
(Rorty 1979, p. 13; James 1907).

From an epistemological point of view, the key ques-
tion is how the performance of the problem-solution
pair can be measured and deemed empirically ade-
quate to corroborate knowledge claims. The evaluation
of performance measurement hinges on whether the
problem-—solution pair effectively addresses the specific
problem for which it was developed, as well as the con-
ventions established by or emerging within a commu-
nity of researchers (Kuhn 1970, 2022; Lakatos 1980).
This first aspect depends, to some extent, on the extent
to which the epistemic community (or the relevant
managers) is convinced about the adequacy of the solu-
tion, which in turn is predicated on the degree to which
the reasoning undergirding the problem-solution pair
(budding research program) is persuasive (Akerlof and
Shiller 2010, Ketokivi and Mantere 2021). The second
aspect concerning conventions typically involves meth-
odological standards that an epistemic community
agrees upon. For example, an often-adopted epistemic
convention is that a variance inflation factor of less
than five indicates a low correlation of that predictor
with other predictors (Sheather 2009, Studenmund
2017). Although a potential risk of applying conven-
tions thoughtlessly exists, they nevertheless play an
important role in the growth of knowledge and the
development of strategy science.

When the performance of a problem-solution pair
fails to persuade an epistemic community or does not
align with established conventions (standards), research-
ers can proceed in one of two ways. First, researchers
can recursively return to Phase 2 or 3 to revisit the prob-
lem formulation, refine or revise its solution, and then
test it again. Alternatively, if one is available, researchers
may conduct an empirical examination of the next
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rank-ordered problem-solution pair from Phase 3. This
approach is not necessarily a rejection but can be seen as
a practical decision to temporarily shelve the previous
problem-solution pair (Lakatos 1980, Bylund and Pack-
ard 2022). The choice between these options ultimately
depends on judgment and resource availability.

When the performance of a problem solution pair is
empirically adequate, researchers can use induction to
generalize and test it with other data (Oxley 1997, Van
de Ven 2007). As more researchers become engaged
with a budding research program and as instances of
substantiation increase, the performance of the pair
extends beyond adequacy, leading to a point where
“our opinion with reference to a given question
[becomes] quite settled” (Peirce, 4.62). For example, She-
lanski and Klein (1995) summarize empirical research
on TCE and indicate that researcher judgment within
the epistemic community, especially concerning the link
between asset specificity and vertical integration, was
mainly corroborated. Once researchers consider the
problem-solving effectiveness of a problem solution
pair as well established, the research program reaches a
new level of maturity. However, this agreement among
researchers represents a social, rather than an epistemic,
virtue, which raises the concern of potentially sliding
into relativism—an epistemic community can devolve
into an ideological echo chamber. Nevertheless, our
approach attenuates this risk by upholding the principle
that the problem-solving effectiveness of a research pro-
gram is a necessary condition for its pursuit (see also
Laudan 1978, pp. 66-69). As a result, a newly matured
research program can advance to the next phase.

3.5. Phase 5: Inference to a “Better” Theory
Phase 5 entails a comparative assessment between the
newly matured research program and a mature rival
(Kuhn 1970, Laudan 1978, Lakatos 1980). Anomalies
do not lead to doubt within these research programs
because their epistemic communities are well estab-
lished (Kuhn 1970, Meehl 1990). For example, discrepan-
cies between TCE predictions and empirical outcomes
are frequently attributed to inadequate operationaliza-
tion of asset specificity and do not galvanize the episte-
mic community into doubting the research program
itself (Macher and Richman 2008, Mayer 2009).
Comparative tests involve rival research programs
that seek to explain empirical phenomena, assess the
number of anomalies and empirical problems they
resolve, evaluate the costs of implementing the pro-
posed solutions, and consider the (unintended) conse-
quences of application (Laudan 1978, Popper 1994).
These comparisons allow the newly mature research
program to test its mettle against established rivals
across various dimensions. This evolutionary process
of “survival of the fitter,” which ultimately unfolds
at the community level (Campbell 1974, Wood and

Fisher 2023), eliminates underperforming research
programs on a fair basis, thus avoiding unfair compe-
tition between budding and mature candidates. Sev-
eral reasons undergird the recommendation that such
competitions occur between mature research programs
rather than between budding and mature ones.

First, budding research programs need time to
mature, establish their main case arguments, and refine
their constructs. For example, it was not until several
years into Williamson’s scholarly career that he pro-
vided a precise formulation of the behavioral assump-
tion of opportunism—behavior that extends beyond
self-interest, in which some actors operate outside the
rules of the game. The seminal insight from this more
precise formulation emphasized that institutional safe-
guards are typically required to attenuate opportunism
(Williamson 1971, Swedberg 1990).

Second, the full potential scope of the research pro-
gram is not immediately evident. For example, TCE
was not initially applied to labor and financial mar-
kets (Williamson et al. 1975, Williamson 1988). Simi-
larly, its applications to fields such as marketing (e.g.,
Anderson and Schmittlein 1984) and supply chain
management (e.g., Bhardwaj and Ketokivi 2021) did
not emerge immediately. Only at a later phase did
researchers from these fields begin to recognize the
value of TCE.

Third, the budding research program should be
afforded the opportunity to attract talented researchers
to an epistemic community that develops it. In contrast,
fair competition between two mature research pro-
grams predicated on problem-solving effectiveness
and other nonempirical indicators, such as the econ-
omy of research, facilitates an inference to a better the-
ory, at least until a new rival emerges (Laudan 1978,
Williamson 1985, Peirce 1997).

In cases where no clear winner emerges, compara-
tive tests reveal the strengths and weaknesses of rivals
and possible complementarities between them, which
can spur additional opportunities for new theorizing
and reveal important boundary conditions (Allison
1971, Ocasio and Joseph 2018). These comparative
tests do not necessarily eliminate research programs
(Kuhn 1970, Lakatos 1980), but rather, indicate the
theoretical promise of one approach over another in
specific contexts.

To illustrate the progression to Phase 5, we reference
Williamson’s (1975) TCE, which underwent over a
decade of budding before it began to reach a mature
phase (Nickerson 2010, Mahoney and Nickerson 2022).
Once mature, it was subjected to comparative tests
with rivals. Williamson (1999) provides a comparative
assessment of TCE with the competence perspective as
one of these tests, which examines the undergirding
assumptions and units of analysis of both, acknowl-
edges challenges, and highlights how the two can be
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complements. Williamson (1999) also compared TCE
with property rights and agency theories. The research
landscape became richer because of such comparative
analyses.

We illustrate each phase of TPS using the history of
the development of TCE by Oliver Williamson (1975,
1985, 1996) and the epistemic community he spear-
headed in Table 2.

4. Discussion
This paper introduces a trial-and-error approach, which
we call theorizing as problem solving, aimed at assist-
ing researchers in developing new research programs
that advance the frontiers of knowledge in strategic
management. TPS focuses on the logic of pursuit and
fuses the logics of discovery, pursuit, and justification
(Hanson 1958, Laudan 1978), which is grounded in
pragmatist epistemology (Powell 2001, Sergeeva et al.
2022, Zellweger and Zenger 2023). It views theories as
instruments for problem solving (Kuhn 1970, Laudan
1978). TPS promotes the creation and development of
innovative research programs that address real-world
problems and enable managers “to act more effectively”
rather than merely “represent reality” (Rorty 2021, p. 4).
TPS takes seriously the thorny problem of the
underdetermination of theories by evidence (Blaug
1980, Laudan 1990) and regards all knowledge claims

Table 2. Illustration of TPS Phases: The Case of TCE

as potentially fallible. In this light, it recognizes that
multiple theories can explain the same phenomenon
and that various approaches can address problems
(Barnes 1977, Santos and Eisenhardt 2005, Bhardwaj
2025a).” This perspective allows TPS to acknowledge
the significant role that epistemic communities play in
the growth and advancement of research programs
(Kuhn 1970, Cronin et al. 2021).

TPS effectively avoids the pitfalls of slipping into rela-
tivism by requiring research programs to address the spe-
cific canonical problem for which they were designed.
For example, within the TPS framework, research pro-
grams predicated on “lived experience” hold no value
unless they solve a clearly defined problem in sufficient
detail to allow others to ascertain that the problem has
been solved. Additionally, factors such as the economy of
research, the cost of application of the solution, and the
degree of consilience play a significant role in the wider
community’s acceptance of a research program. Research
programs that do not gain wide acceptance tend to stag-
nate and ultimately diminish in relevance (Lakatos 1980,
Hacking 1983, Popper 1999).

By providing a new trial-and-error approach for
developing novel research programs, this paper makes
several contributions to the strategic management liter-
ature (Makadok et al. 2018, Eisenhardt 2021, King et al.
2021). First, it introduces the logic of pursuit to the (stra-
tegic) management literature (Laudan 1978, Curd 1980).

Phase 1: Asking “What is going on here?” (discovering
an ill-structured problem)

Phase 2: Formulating a well-structured problem and
defining a broad contour of a solution

Phase 3: Offering solutions, zooming in on the most
promising problem-solution pair, elaborating on it

Phase 4: Evaluating problem-solution pairs for
empirical adequacy, accumulating empirical
corroborations of a budding research program,
elaborating on the research program by discovering
new problems

Phase 5: Comparing the performance of the budding
research program against more established ones for
the purpose of retention (engaging in inference to a
“better” theory)

The heterodox Carnegie environment heightens Oliver
Williamson’s alertness to systematic gaps between
theory-driven expectations and empirical outcomes:
the existence and heterogeneity of firms are not
explained by neoclassical economics, which
constitutes a problem for this research program
(Laudan 1978).

Research at the Department of Justice leads Oliver
Williamson to reconsider (rationality) assumptions
of the dominant research paradigm and inquire
whether nonstandard contracting may serve an
efficiency purpose. Oliver Williamson develops a
comparative institutional analysis framework,
constituting the program’s hard core.

Oliver Williamson develops a theory of vertical
integration from the hard core that considers and
elaborates on the governance role of efficient ex post
adaptations.

Oliver Williamson (1975) writes Markets and
Hierarchies. Early empirical research by a burgeoning
community of scholars indicates that the research
program is explanatory and predictive (Shelanski
and Klein 1995). Williamson (1988) elaborates on the
research program by framing the problem of equity
and debt within the transaction cost economics
research program.

Transaction cost economics faces comparative tests in a
variety of empirical contexts. Community efforts to
discover complementarities and boundary
conditions expand (e.g., Jacobides and Winter 2005).




Downloaded from informs.org by [130.126.234.253] on 06 October 2025, at 11:53 . For personal use only, al rights reserved.

14

Bhardwaj et al.: Theorizing as Problem Solving
Strategy Science, Articles in Advance, pp. 1-22, © 2025 INFORMS

In doing so, the current paper provides the missing
bridge between the logic of discovery and the logic of
justification, thereby illuminating the interdependence
of these phases of scientific inquiry. Discovery and justi-
fication can be likened to two blades of a scissor that cut
empirical cloth, with pursuit coordinating the move-
ment of these blades. Furthermore, this paper empha-
sizes that decisions within and across various phases
of scientific inquiries can significantly impact theory
development (Peirce 1997, Leiblein et al. 2018).

This paper provides an approach centered on plau-
sibility and probability, suggesting that the developed
research program will likely solve its canonical prob-
lem, thus providing a basis for action and attenuating
doubt (James 1907, Locke et al. 2008). Researchers are-
encouraged to develop highly probable theories
(Peirce 1997, Niiniluoto 2018) rather than adhering to
the Popperian advice to develop readily falsifiable
theories through empirical testing (Popper 1962, p. 58;
Blaug 1980). The proposed methodology implies a
reduced emphasis on empirical evidence in deciding
the direction of research programs—statistical evi-
dence alone is insufficient as a basis for action. In fact,
according to TPS, many decisions related to theory
development rely on nonempirical factors, which have
been largely overlooked in strategy science. Moreover,
the current paper cautions against the prevailing empir-
icist trend in strategy science (Hambrick 2007, Miller
2007, King et al. 2021).

We note that philosophers of science have long rec-
ognized the thorny problem of underdetermination
of theories by evidence, which maintains that empiri-
cal evidence should be given less weight, not more
(Duhem 1906, Quine 1953). In this context, as part of
the logic of pursuit, TPS provides nonempirical indi-
cators, such as managerial actionability, into its logical
framework. This approach promotes the effectiveness
and efficiency of theorizing by prompting researchers
to abandon some lines of inquiry before engaging with
empirical data. TPS emphasizes the critical role of
assumptions at various phases, especially during the
initial problem formulation (Phase 1), the transforma-
tion of these early formulations into well-structured
formulations (Phase 2), and the solution development
(Phase 3). Awareness of assumptions invoked at each
phase is crucial within the context of the logic of pur-
suit, as some assumptions constitute the hard core of
research programs and are not subject to justification
(Laudan 1978, Lakatos 1980).

In providing these insights, we contribute to the
burgeoning literature on abductive theorizing, which
has focused on the process of discovering theory with-
out considering when it should be pursued (King et al.
2021, Seetre and Van de Ven 2021). Additionally, the
current paper clarifies the roles that various forms of
reasoning play within the process of inquiry and

matches them to their corresponding logics. For exam-
ple, abduction belongs to the logic of discovery and
pursuit, whereas induction does not.

TPS challenges the idea that research programs are
“interesting” and valuable when statistical results are
discovered that contradict a substantial body of research
(Tsang 2022, cf. Davis 1971). Although it may aid
researchers in capturing attention, being interesting is
not necessarily related to a research program’s problem-
solving effectiveness. Moreover, obtaining statistical
corroboration using HD is not as arduous as some
researchers suggest (Bettis 2012, Scheel et al. 2021). That
said, TPS cautions researchers to avoid dogmatism and
to treat all research programs as open to challenge.

TPS supports that researchers transparently engage
in statistical detective work, guided by a theory, and
explore various possible relationships between vari-
ables (Berry et al. 2021, Bhardwaj and Ketokivi 2021,
Lu et al. 2023). This transparent exploration, which
clarifies the logic of pursuit, is critical in contexts
where prediction is difficult because of the complexity
of the phenomena (Stacey 2007, Bettis and Blettner
2020). Additionally, such transparent exploration will
likely reduce the likelihood of engaging in question-
able research practices like HARKing, thus increasing
our confidence in our theories (Bedeian et al. 2010,
Banks et al. 2016, Bhardwaj 2024).

This paper provides a nuanced understanding of
the factors that trigger scientific inquiry. Although
some scholars have cogently highlighted the impor-
tance of anomalies and surprises (Seetre and Van de
Ven 2021, Graebner et al. 2023), they often overlook
the fact that all research programs are afloat in an
ocean of anomalies, many of which are routinely sup-
pressed rather than pursued (Kuhn 1970, Lakatos
1980). The development of new theories and research
programs thus relies on actively seeking, rather than
suppressing, anomalies and doubt and transforming
these anomalies into remediable, well-structured pro-
blems. In this context, our approach highlights opportu-
nities for formulating novel problems and provides
indicators to evaluate the quality of these problem for-
mulations. In particular, this paper identifies conditions
conducive to problem formulation and theorizing, thus
contributing to the extant literature on problem finding
and problem solving (Nickerson et al. 2012, Nickerson
and Argyres 2018, Park and Baer 2022). Furthermore,
our approach establishes a stronger philosophical foun-
dation for the problem-finding and problem-solving
literature within pragmatism and evolutionary episte-
mology (Peirce 1923, Laudan 1978, Popper 1999, Schef-
fler 2011). Given the parallels between the theorizing of
innovative research programs and innovation within
strategic and entrepreneurial contexts (Nickerson et al.
2017, Zellweger and Zenger 2023), the insights pre-
sented in the current paper embedded in the logic of
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pursuit (e.g., the use of nonempirical indicators to
decide what avenue to pursue) can enhance the effec-
tiveness and efficiency of problem-finding and problem-
solving efforts. The requirement of a detailed problem
description coupled with a solution evaluation criterion
can act as a bulwark against the ideological capture of
firms, reiterating the importance of problem-solving effi-
cacy in practical managerial contexts (Baer et al. 2013,
Foss and Klein 2023).

This paper also provides a test to prevent the prolifer-
ation of redundant research programs (Pfeffer 1993,
Ghemawat 2002). Specifically, problem-solving effective-
ness, which encompasses theoretical constructs, empiri-
cal implications, and actionable advice offered by a
newly developed research program, must differ signifi-
cantly in some meaningful way from those problem-
solving dimensions provided by existing programs
(James 1907, McCloskey 1985). Importantly, the logic of
pursuit may lead researchers to commit type II errors
(false negatives), potentially resulting in the abandon-
ment of a promising line of research. However, TPS
advises researchers to shelve problem-solution pairs
rather than discard them, which means researchers can
return to them at a later phase.

Our paper highlights a key concern regarding the
application of Al for theorizing. With the advent of
generative Al, underscoring the logic of pursuit, as
revealed by TPS, becomes crucial. Al has the potential
to master both deduction and induction and may
eventually excel in the logic of justification. At some
point, AI may be capable of discovering and generat-
ing all combinations of constructs (Thagard 1993).
However, even in such scenarios, Al is unlikely to
grasp why certain combinations of constructs are
meaningful or reveal insights and others are not.
Consider, for example, large language model Al (e.g.,
ChatGPT), which generates text (theoretical state-
ments) based on probabilistic sequencing of words.
No undergirding “understanding” that informs its
output is implied, and the problem of underdetermi-
nation precludes the rejection of the theories it gener-
ates (Quine 1953, Laudan 1990, Hicks et al. 2024).
Combined with the tendency to offer managers a
menu of solutions in the form of epistemic maps
(King et al. 2021), researchers risk being reduced to
mere technicians with limited roles in scientific inqui-
ries. Our paper seeks to serve as a bulwark against
such theorizing—researchers are expected to provide
a robust logic of pursuit that encompasses the chal-
lenging and crucial task of problem formulation, a
skill that, at least for now, remains beyond Al’s capa-
bilities (Cukier et al. 2022, Chomsky et al. 2023). The
more rigorous the applied logic of pursuit in our field,
the more resilient our profession will be against the
adverse impact of Al (for a brief discussion of broader

implications of using Al for theorizing, see Bhardwaj
2025b). An advantage of TPS is that it directs the
researcher’s attention toward the logic of pursuit.

Finally, this paper provides key insights for editors
and reviewers of academic journals as key members
of an epistemic community. The adherence to theoreti-
cal and methodological orthodoxy can impede scien-
tific progress (Jevons 1879, Laudan 1981b). TPS allows
for legitimizing more heterodox methodologies that
offer researchers more freedom while enhancing trans-
parency and rigor in reasoning (Berry et al. 2021,
Bhardwaj and Ketokivi 2021). This perspective fosters
the advancement of norms supporting the develop-
ment of new research programs. TPS also underscores
the hazards of premature comparisons of budding the-
ories with mature theories, which may deprive the field
of a promising pipeline of novel research programs.
We summarize the distinct prescriptions of TPS for var-
ious actors in the academic field in Table 3.

The editorial decision-making framework in jour-
nals often emphasizes HD and inductive methods of
theorizing. This emphasis can create strong incentives
for researchers to engage in excessive reductionism to
defend their hypotheses, obscure their processes of
abductive reasoning, and avoid disclosing recursive
problem formulation activity. Additionally, it can com-
pel budding research programs to compete one-sidedly
with mature ones. These incentives privilege the logic
of justification and reinforce extant research programs,
ultimately impeding the development of new research
programs (Lakatos 1970, Akerlof 2020). We encourage
journal editors to reassess their decision-making frame-
work through our pragmatist approach and to explore
how they may revise their policies and guidelines for
reviewers to better foster the development of budding
managerially relevant research programs (see also Cro-
nin et al. 2021). This shift could facilitate the submission
of more “risky” research that does not adhere to theo-
retical and methodological orthodoxy.

Our approach reframes the expectation of replication
in qualitative studies (Aguinis and Solarino 2019, Bam-
berger 2019). Although editors have expressed legiti-
mate concerns regarding “the inappropriate transfer of
quantitative logics to qualitative research [as it] poten-
tially puts in jeopardy a great deal of important work”
(Pratt et al. 2020, pp. 2-3), they often conflate abduction
and induction. However, this conflation overlooks the
crucial distinction between the logic of discovery and
the logic of justification, which are governed by differ-
ent epistemic standards. Researchers (and editors) can
clarify that their theorizing is rooted in the logic of dis-
covery, thereby illustrating that calls for replications
may be misplaced. Moreover, if editors explicitly rec-
ognize the underdetermination of theories by evi-
dence and the creative leaps inherent in qualitative
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Table 3. The Role of Various Actors in TPS

Actors

Role according to TPS

Authors pioneering novel
research programs

Offer novel problem-solution pairs. Explain their logic of pursuit
to attract others to form an epistemic community. Discover

new problems that the research program can address. Lay the
foundations for establishing the empirical adequacy of theories
within the program’s purview.

Authors seeking to join existing
research programs

Familiarize themselves with mature theories, including their gaps,
contradictions, and empirical shortcomings (anomalies).

Evaluate nonempirical indicators of relevant budding research
programs. Choose which research program to join based on
personal risk assessment and preference. Test the research
program and elaborate on it. Make efforts to expand the
epistemic community. Discover new problems that the research
program can address.

Review teams

Evaluate nonempirical indicators justifying the pursuit of

budding research programs. Create “defenses” for promising
budding research programs by ensuring that they are not
subject to competition with mature ones. Engage in good faith
with members of the community. Provide constructive critique
to help advance new research programs (provided they meet
the minimum epistemic standard corresponding to their
development phase).

research, authors will be encouraged to propose novel,
unobservable relationships rather than resorting to
shallow, reporting-style research (cf. Miller 2007). This
approach also implies that plausibility and argumenta-
tion should play a greater role in decisions to provision-
ally pursue and accept theories. Thus, the robustness of
arguments and the narratives that researchers construct
become increasingly important (Toulmin 2003, Ketokivi
et al. 2025).

Our approach encourages editors and researchers
to consider the peer review process as a dialectical
engagement with their colleagues (McCloskey 1985,
Mahoney 1993, Bhardwaj et al. 2025)—authors advance
their problem—solution pairs, and the review teams
attempt to gauge their problem-solving effectiveness.
Authors try to persuade their peers that their knowl-
edge claims are warranted in this context. The review
team, other than evaluating the quality of the work,
also attempts to aid authors in improving the quality
of the theory they are developing. Some outcomes of
this dialectical engagement—if the theory meets the
problem-solving threshold—are made public as a pub-
lished manuscript. Viewed in this way, the role of
the epistemic community in advancing research pro-
grams becomes more cooperative. The review team
and editors are not so much gatekeepers as they are
temporary custodians of the field under whose guid-
ance knowledge advances. Although the growth of
knowledge depends on authors, the overall advance-
ment of the field relies on a collective effort from
authors, editors, and reviewers. The absence of ad-
vancement indicates insufficient fruitful dialectical
engagement within the field, which is a remediable
condition.

5. Conclusion

The current paper presents a compelling five-phase
problem-solving approach for developing research
programs that enfold the arc of scientific inquiry. It
begins with the logic of discovery, emphasizing problem
formulation and initial theorizing; moves through the
logic of pursuit, which empowers researchers to know
when to modify or abandon a line of inquiry or theory;
and culminates with the logic of justification, where test-
ing assesses the reliability of a theory. Researchers
applying TPS, working either individually or in teams,
can increase the likelihood of overcoming the limita-
tions of extant methods of theorizing and simulta-
neously develop research programs that resonate with
managerial applicability. To quote pragmatist philoso-
pher John Dewey (1938, p. 508), insufficient attention to
the logic of discovery and the logic of pursuit “is closer
to a death warrant of [strategy] science than any other
thing,” which is why we need to work together system-
atically to do better.
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Endnotes

1 Peirce refers to The Collected Papers of Charles Sanders Peirce (1933,
1934, 1958). References are by volume and paragraph number fol-
lowing the established convention. Thus, “5.145” is to be inter-
preted to mean Volume 5, Paragraph 145.

2 Action at a distance and failing to explain the “wobble” in Mer-
cury’s orbit remained two anomalies for Newton’s laws of motion.
However, the theory remained dominant and continues to be used
in real-world applications. This feature whereby “falsified” theories



Downloaded from informs.org by [130.126.234.253] on 06 October 2025, at 11:53 . For personal use only, al rights reserved.

Bhardwaj et al.: Theorizing as Problem Solving
Strategy Science, Articles in Advance, pp. 1-22, © 2025 INFORMS

17

are not discarded was captured by Lakatos’ (1980, p. 6) distinction
between naive falsification and sophisticated falsification, which
also noted that all theories are afloat in an “ocean of anomalies.”
Currently, Newton and Einstein’s theories co-exist, albeit, they are
used to address different problems, which underscores the problem-
solving nature of theories (Laudan 1978, Popper 1999).

3 Van de Ven (2007) also provides an overarching model that fuses
discovery and justification to assist researchers in developing theo-
ries. Although this model represents a methodological advance-
ment, it does not specify the logic of pursuit or address the thorny
problem of underdetermination of theory by evidence. Instead, the
model anchors its research design on the concept of verisimilitude,
defined as increasing approximations of reality (Van de Ven 2007)—
a Popperian approach that ultimately proved to be inadequate, as
Popper (1983, p. xxxv) himself acknowledged. For a critique of veri-
similitude, see Kuhn (2022, pp. 79-80).
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