Qualitative research in operations management: the need for theory-driven empirical inquiry*
Abstract

Purpose - This article sets out to highlight the potential of qualitative research to contribute to the advancement of operations management (OM) field. 
Design/methodology/approach - To better signify such contribution, it takes insight from Merton’s (1968) notion of middle-range theory as a means to create pathways of propositions that link substantive concepts and practices of OM in both context-specific and context-free operational environments. 
Findings - The article brings to the fore the argument that achieving the primary objective of filling the ‘theory-methods’ void in OM can be achieved by middle-range approach as part of qualitative research.
Originality/value – The originality of this article hinges on the premise that theory-oriented qualitative field research that is able to incorporate experiences of different stakeholders of the OM intervention is highly likely to benefit OM theory advancement as well as OM practice.
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Introduction

Ever since Van Maanen’s (1979) impassioned plea to organisational scholars to utilise qualitative methodology, there has been a steady increase in its application as a means of enhancing insights and discovery into organisational phenomena (Bluhm et al., 2010). In fact, Van Maanen’s observation of the slow emergence and quiet reconstruction of qualitative research in 1970s has continued to get louder in recent years (Lee et al., 1999; Cassell and Symon, 2004, 2006). Although the surge of interest in and influence of qualitative research is widespread across a range of disciplines, it is crucial for strengthening the empirical base of operations management (OM) for two principal reasons: first, “OM is applied in its perspective” (Singhal et al., 2008, p. 345), and more importantly and second, “the study of OM is a social science” (Boyer and Swink, 2008, p. 339). Given the two characteristics of OM there is an increasing recognition that the advancement of OM studies hinges on the researcher’s active engagement in field research as an overarching criterion for ensuring quality research (Meredith, 1998; Boyer and Swink, 2008; Bluhm et al., 2010). More than this it is also becoming abundantly clear that there is a need to strengthen the theoretical base of OM research through theory-informed qualitative approach (Barratt et al., 2011). 
In this paper we first elaborate on the key challenges facing OM’s future development by tracing the trajectory of its development. Through this we highlight the role that qualitative research can play in the advancement of OM theory and practice. Following this, we engage in a dialogue to show how further advancement of OM field can be usefully be achieved through adoption of a qualitative middle-range approach characterised by “the impregnation of data by theory” (Pawson 2000, p.283) to explain the many, yet unexplained, organisational and environmental (i.e. contextual) phenomena influencing the efficacy of many OM interventions (Merton, 1968; Pawson, 2000).
Operations Management challenges and its future development  
The discipline of OM has evolved in response to different forms of challenges over time. Examination of the discipline’s emergence draws out the emerging and enduring challenges facing OM scholars (grey-shaded at the bottom of Figure 1), and underscores the need to revisit the mainstream methodological approaches to OM research. 
[Please insert figure 1 about here]
In its origins, as Figure 1 seeks to highlight, OM focused its scientific lens heavily on agrarian-manufacturing industry, since they were the primary wealth-producing sectors. This influenced its teaching, research and future development. For instance, core courses of OM placed heavy stress on the idea of manufacturing operations (Heineke and Davis, 2007; Sprague, 2007). Such a unilateral scientific orientation towards production and manufacturing in OM resulted in an over-reliance on the analytical research paradigm (Buffa, 1980; Chase, 1980; Flynn et al., 1990; Meredith et al., 1989; Swamidass, 1991; Wood and Britney, 1989) and deductive survey-based empirical studies (Scudder and Hill, 1998; Barratt et al., 2010) to model and optimise machine tools and manufacturing processes. The dominant trajectory in OM research during this period, as von Neumann (1956, p. 2063) once anticipated about the mathematical discipline, “made the field to develop along the line of least resistance” (Fisher 2007, p. 369). The ‘line of least resistance” in turn made the OM field extremely vulnerable to the risk of separating (to quote von Neuman, 1956, p. 2063) “into a multitude of insignificant branches” through its overemphasis on giving rigorous answers to narrow questions at the expense of relevance. At this juncture, the dominant traditional rationalist research paradigm of OM appeared to offer or carry no particular connotation when placed alongside the relevance of scholarly OM research to the world of practice – leaving OM scholars and professionals oblivious to various facets of relevance and their associated constituencies (see Varadarajan, 2003, p. 368).

As we move from the left towards the right side of the continuum (see Figure 1), the agrarian and industrial economy of the 18th and 19th century paved the way for a new era, characterized by services. Over time, services started to contribute a higher percentage than manufacturing in industrialized economies. For example, services comprised almost 80% of U.S. employment by 2005 (Heineke and Davis, 2007; Fitzsimmons and Fitzsimmons, 2011). The emergent dominant role of service economy was largely a response to changing population lifestyles, deregulation, and new and improved infrastructure (Heineke and Davis, 2007, p. 365). The Clark-Fisher hypothesis (Clark, 1957; see also Fuchs, 1965) which captures the shift of employment from manufacturing to services, locates services firmly at the centre of economic development. The tremendous growth of services and their increased importance as a business imperative in manufacturing and information technology (IT), and to the world economy (Fitzsimmons and Fitzsimmons, 2011) created a need for OM scholars in business schools to develop programmes to address the nature, scope, boundary and fundamentals of service operations to guide both theory and practice of services (Slack et al., 2006). From the 1970s onwards, service OM received considerable coverage as an academic discipline and reached its pinnacle by early 2000. The contributions of business schools and service operations scholars to services as a discipline took place through four separate but related stages (see Heineke and Davis, 2007 for a detailed review). These are depicted in Table 1. 
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OM activities in modern day, in all their myriad forms, are primarily short-term and diverse in nature but with long-term implications for the success and survival of the organisation. Core activities can range from product and process design to planning, control and operations improvement. Furthermore, the scope of these activities is both intra-firm and inter-firm. Effective management of operations activities necessitates significant interfacing and collaboration with other core (e.g. finance, marketing) and supporting functional areas, as well as organisations at a national or global level (e.g. suppliers, buyers) (Hill and Hill, 2010). 

In addition to the overlapping nature of the OM function with other functional areas, OM in recent times has been characterised by system level interventions, such as quality management. Most notable examples of OM practices that focus on systems management are information and communication technology, quality circles, total quality management, just in time, six-sigma, lean thinking, lean production, business process re-engineering (Siebers et al., 2008, p. 5-6). These operations interventions are different in terms of their nature, scope and methodology, and as such require a different level of infrastructure and human resources investment. An integral part of these system level operations initiatives is their contribution in making OM creative, innovative and energetic in improving processes, products and services. This had led to resilience of the operations function in driving cost minimisation, revenue maximisation, reduction in capital employed as a means to create a platform for future innovation, maximise customer value and gain competitive advantage (Slack et al., 2006 p. 22; Verma and Boyer, 2010). The surge of interest in the OM field, and its various system level interventions, is partially a response to two important factors. First, the heightened challenges faced by businesses from both local and global competitors, and second, rapid economic transition from agriculture to manufacturing to services and more recently to information (Karmarkar and Apte, 2007). 
From a teaching, theory and research perspective, the shift to a service economy and more specifically to the experience and information economy holds important implications for the way service OM courses are taught in the classroom and approached as a research phenomenon. Unfortunately, the actual scholarship of service OM does not seem to have fully caught up with the ramifications of these developments. Such concern is echoed by Chase’s (2004) observation that: “80% of the United States’ economy is in services, but 80% of the core or required courses in OM is still focused heavily, if not entirely, on manufacturing” (cited in Heineke and Davis, 2007, p. 373). Like its predecessor, service operations scholars have tended to opt for  “theoretical research lines” and ‘rigor’ (to use von Neuman’s terminology) by placing stress on careful design, execution, analysis, interpretation of results and use of findings in extending theory with further empirical generalizations (see Academy of Management, 2002; Zmud, 1996; Varadarajan, 2003, p. 369) whilst “leaving the more empirically oriented research lines” (von Neuman, 1956, p. 241) as yet to be explored.

Notwithstanding the positive developments, recent reviews of the field highlight several challenges facing OM research (Paucar-Caceres, 2010; Mingers, 2011; Gupta et al., 2006; Kouvelis et al., 2006). One feature to surface in the reviews is the continued dominance of the analytical survey based approach to conceptualising OM.  Analytical research and deductive survey-based methods serve to fulfil two purposes: first, to develop and apply OM models and pursue empirical generalisations; and second, to point the way forward for further research. With regard to the first purpose, there is strong evidence to show that the current emphasis on OM research is still similar to that of  the 1970s, namely an emphasis on developing models (Smith and Robey, 1973, p. 655; Gupta, et al. 2006), or the application of existing ones developed in the 1980s (Gupta, et al., 2006). Even though Swamidass (1991, p. 803) raised his concern nearly two decades ago, the field of OM research is still heavily immersed in analytical and quantitative-based methods, and therefore weak in terms of theory-building efforts, especially at the grand theory level. 
The above discussion of economic transition and the development of the field of OM, in both manufacturing and services, is highly suggestive of a need to revisit research methods to not only build new OM theories but also to aid practice through research-informed teaching in the classroom. One primary means of enacting this is to prioritize qualitative field research over the more traditional rationalist methods of optimization, simulation, and statistical modeling (Meredith et al., 1989, Meredith, 1998, p. 441). Fisher (2007) noticed the lagging nature of OM research and suggested the need to further “strengthen the empirical base of OM research that is well integrated with theoretical research” (p. 368). 

Role of qualitative research in OM

Evidence from the world of practice, starting as far back as the industrial revolution, mass production, the assembly line to the developments of the Toyota Production System and Quality Management is a worrying testament to the minor role, if not a total absence, of academic input in their development and refinement (Fisher, 2007, p. 368; Storey, 1989). In order to bridge this gap between theory and practice, OM scholars need to conduct research that revolves around three principal priorities: research that is grounded in theory, research that is managerially relevant, and research that strives to make substantial theoretical contribution (DeHoratius and Rabinovich, 2011, p. 371). 

There is strong prima facie evidence that inductive and deductive qualitative research is gaining traction with OM scholars over the past several decades (Barratt et al., 2011, p. 329; McCutcheon and Meredith, 1993; Meredith et al., 1989; Voss et al., 2002; Lewis, 1998). Barratt et al.’s (2011) and Fisher’s (2007)  review of the state of qualitative case studies in OM identifies three eras of research methods in OM: analytical research paradigm, deductive survey-based empirical studies, and qualitative case study research. Review of these eras indicates that each successive era expanded both the scope and focus of the OM field that scholars considered important, without rejecting the need for the previous type of research paradigm. As a complement, or even an alternative, to the previous dominant analytical and survey-based research paradigms, the use of qualitative research (the focus of this paper) appears to play a recognisable part in shaping the field of OM today (Barratt et al., 2011). 

In the majority of qualitative case studies within the OM domain several common themes stand out. The first one relates to the preference of qualitative research over other research paradigms to examine emerging areas of research in OM, especially with respect to its interface with other functional areas (Hines et al., 2002; Pagell, 2004). Secondly, the use of qualitative research in OM is often attributed to the need for better understanding of emerging, contemporary phenomena in their real world settings (Flynn et al., 1990; Meredith, 1998). Lastly, the underlying idea for promoting the use of qualitative research is based on its strength in building and extending OM theories (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003; Barratt et al., 2011). Accordingly, four key elements capture the contribution of qualitative research to the advancement of OM theory and practice. These elements relate to (i) the practicality of OM practices and function, (ii) short-to-medium term horizon of OM activities, (iii) a lack of explicit theory, and (iv) a need to respond to the emerging field of behavioural OM to better capture the complex nature of human behaviour at work (Bendoly et al., 2006; Croson and Donohue, 2006; Boudreau et al., 2003). Each of these issues is briefly discussed below. 

First OM research has its roots in industry, which in turn makes it a practical subject. It is indeed the practical and industrial nature (both soft/social and hard/technical aspects) of OM that requires a detailed scrutiny of operations practices, processes and people. Management of operations hinges not only on scientific capabilities and application of OM but also on the ability of the OM function to develop trust and commitment between various parties involved in the implementation of the OM intervention (Verma and Boyer, 2010, p. 25). Understanding the dynamics of inter-firm and intra-firm relationship, individual, organisational and environmental influences and their ramifications for the efficacy of operations necessitates using qualitative field approach (Creswell, 2007, p. 40). 

The second issue concerns the short-term and daily nature of operations activities and strategy. To compete on the grounds of operations performance objectives (i.e., quality, cost, speed, dependability and flexibility) and for operations to act as a roadmap for the organization’s long-term strategic direction, it is critical to align short-term operations activities with long-term strategic intentions (Barnes, 2008, p. 21; Lowson, 2002, p. 59). To contribute to a firm’s competitive advantage requires strategic positioning of the operations function to actively monitor the enabling operations, processes and practices (Porter, 1996). Qualitative field research approach is particularly adept at allowing such monitoring through a process of placing the researcher in situ to the world of practice, and also by creating a close link between the OM scholar and the operations practitioner.

The third issue relates to the argument that the field of OM lacks a cohesive and general theory (Swamidass, 1991; Fisher, 2007, p. 376) to explain, predict, and master phenomena (Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2011). Whilst this might suggest that any discussion of integration of theory and empirics must be therefore postponed until we have such a theory, Fisher (2007, p. 376) and von Neuman (1956), among others, counter such argument and assert that “the best theories are the result of efforts to understand real phenomenon” (Lewin, 1945; Van de Ven, 1989). As Fisher put it, “theorising based on empirics increases the chances of improving the theoretical base of operations management”. These observations indicate the need for qualitative field research to enhance OM theory generation at a general and unified level. 

The final element relates to the frequent call in recent reviews for more field research (either qualitative or quantitative) in OM (e.g. DeHoratius and Rabinovich, 2011; Barratt, 2010; Fisher, 2007). Such renewed appreciation for the use of field research in OM is in response to several important concerns raised by Fisher (2007), Meredith (1998), Roth (2007), Singhal et al. (2008), Boyer and Swink (2008), Voss et al. (2002) and DeHoratius and Rabinovich (2011, p. 371). For instance, Fisher notes a worrying emergent trend in which OM scholars appear to have lost interest in field based research and links it with their obsession to provide rigorous answers to narrow questions, whilst at the same time failing to provide answers to important questions. Boyer and Swink (2008, p. 339) emphasize the failure “to uncover the often complex social and behavioural elements involved in operations and supply chain management”. This in turn has led Fisher to conclude that there is a serious risk of separating into a multitude of insignificant branches (Fisher 2007, p. 369; see also von Neumann, 1956). Fisher takes the argument further and suggests that “a healthy injection of empirics” will help to avoid the risk and strongly advocates alignment of research to the needs of OM practitioners. The way forward from this position of impasse is to utilise theory-driven qualitative field reseach in order to better predict and improve the associated OM phenomenon, and link empirical generalisations to more middle-range and general theories (Bluedorn and Evered, 1980).   

Drawing on the discussion above and the aforementioned three principal priorities for OM researchers, it seems obvious that OM’s record is relatively poor in theoretical developments at both middle-range and more specifically grand levels not least because “prescriptive solutions [based on traditional rationalist methods such as optimisation, simulation and statistical modelling] to well-defined problems have been pursued at the expense of broader contributions to theory” (Westbrook, 1994, p. 6). To fill this void in OM inquiry, we propose qualitative field research coupled with middle-range theory as the starting point in meeting these needs.  
Qualitative Research and Middle Range Theory

Recent accounts of OM show that the challenges presently facing the OM field do not seem to be appropriately addressed in the current OM research agenda (Mingers, 2011; Paucar-Caceres, 2010).  If OM is to become a stronger and respected discipline, as are finance, physics and medicine (see Fisher, 2007), the academic-theoretical phase of OM needs to be further developed (Smith and Robey, 1973, p. 647). Given the vast plethora of empirical generalisations of OM practice and intervention, the way forward is to use existing OM (quantitatively-driven) empirical studies with limited generalisations as a platform to develop further and broaden their theoretical value through qualitative field research. As Bouchard (1976, p. 268) notes, the convergence between empirical generalisations and qualitative methods “enhances our belief that the results are valid and not a methodological artefact” (see also Campbell and Fiske, 1959; Jick1979). Figure 2 shows the close connection between existing empirical generalisations and OM practice is capable of producing middle range theories which in turn could “serve as the raw materials for construction of more general OM theories”(Bluedorn and Evered, 1980, pp, 21-2).  
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Following the line of argument developed above, we suggest that in addition to developing and applying  models and conducting empirical studies and generalisations, it is important to use these empirical studies as a platform for systematic theory building at both middle-range and grand levels. Given the abundance of empirical generalisations within OM, there is a need on the part of OM scholars to further verify empirical generalisations by establishing their relevance to practice (Fisher, 2007, p. 380). 

If qualitative middle-range approach is to aid the OM field to gain the respect it deserves, (quantitative) empirical generalisations of OM practices (level 3, Figure 2) need to be converged and qualitatively explored to further create a higher abstract level of theoretical knowledge (Level 2, Figure 2) –i.e. middle-range theories. The emerging middle-range OM theories require additional in-depth exploration if they are to go beyond contextual portrayal of the unit(s) under study to capture a more holistic depiction of the research phenomenon. To reach the most abstract level of theoretical knowledge in OM (Level 3, Figure 2), the (theory-informed) qualitative approach “can play an especially prominent role by eliciting data and suggesting conclusions to which other methods would be blind” (Jick, 1979, p. 603; Denzin, 1978). As Fisher (2007) observed, OM seems to be a rather marginal academic discipline largely due its weak theoretical base and detachment from practice, and thereby in danger of dividing into a multitude of insignificant branches (von Neuman, 1956, p.2063). The way forward requires OM scholars to research and recognise the uniqueness of OM field by addressing and pursuing the aforementioned lines of inquiry. The resultant theory-informed practice will help elevate the endeavour of OM practitioners and assist the OM field to become a role model for emerging academic disciplines through “blended deep intellectual content with profound impact on the world” (Fisher 2007, p. 368), as is the case for well-established academic fields of medicine, physics and finance (Smith, 2008, p. 9). We observe, therefore, that the practice value of narrow empirical studies fits in well with follow-up qualitative investigations not least because qualitative research lays stress on the importance of understanding the process through which human beings concretize their relationship to their world (Morgan and Smircich, 1980, p. 493). This allows emerging middle-range theories arising out of the qualitative methods to be a ‘safer’ ground for synthesis into a general theory (Beuling, 1978; Bluedorn and Evered, 1980; Swamidass, 1991, p. 801). 
Middle-range approach: an introductory overview

Emanating from the field of sociology, the middle-range approach has become a key building block in research design and theory development. More recently, it has paved the way to reconcile methodological paradoxes in other fields. Years ago, in response to the wide divide between theory and method in the sociology discipline, Mills (1959) and Merton (1968) coined the concept of middle-range theory to “bridge the chasm between grand theory and abstracted empiricism” (Pawson, 2000, p. 286). Merton (1968, p. 39) defines middle-range theories as those “theories that lie between the minor but necessary working hypotheses that evolve in abundance during day-to-day research and the all-inclusive systematic efforts to develop a unified theory that will explain all the observed uniformities of social behaviour, social organisation and social change”. From this definition, middle-range theory poses a challenge to Talcott Parsons’ (1973) sociological theorising, such as Action Theory. Despite sharing the view with Parsons on the failure of narrow empiricism based merely upon simple statistical and observational regularities to generate and elaborate successful theories, Merton (1968) strongly opposed the position of trying to develop a total theoretical system that could serve to explain all aspects of social life. As a departure from the general universal, or as Merton put it ‘grand’ social theorising of Talcott Parsons (1973), Merton  placed a heavy emphasis on the importance of measurable aspects of social reality as separate social phenomena that needed to be scrutinised and explored individually and on their own merit,  as opposed to the entire social system. 

In light of the importance attached to the role of middle-range theory in conceptualising and advancement of scientific theory, Merton’s notion of middle-range thinking attracted a great deal of attention and comment from social science scholars. Whilst it is still difficult to present and map Merton’s understanding of the concept and read his mind on peculiarities of his definition (Pawson, 2000, p. 286) – mainly due to it being a context-free and broad term, similar to other universal abstractions (Balibar, 1995; Butler, 2000; Saren and Pels, 2008, p. 106) – there is a mutual understanding among advocates of Merton’s notion of middle-range thinking that middle-range theories are theory-oriented empirical inquiry (see Figure 3). To put it differently, middle-range theories are constructed through the integration of empirical research with theory building techniques ensued by generic testable propositions about the social world (Merton, 1968; Boudon, 1991; Pawson, 2000). To capture Merton’s notion of middle range theory, Boudon (1991) interprets the essence of middle-range theory in terms of a dichotomy of negative versus positive. On the negative side, middle-range theories are said to be “hopeless and quixotic” to analyse all social phenomena in the sense that they fail to elucidate a few key independent concepts/variables that have the potential to operate in all social processes, and to determine the essential feature of the social structure. On the positive front, however, middle-range theories are to be understood and utilised in the same sense as in natural sciences. Similar to scientific theories of natural sciences, middle-range theories “consolidate otherwise segregated hypotheses and empirical regularities” (Merton, 1957, p. 280). They are therefore “valid” theories as long as they can “explain, consolidate and federate empirical regularities which on their side would otherwise appear segregated” (Boudon, 1991, p. 520; see also Saren and Pels, 2008, p. 106). 
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Middle-range theories, as exemplified by the work of Merton (1968) and his advocates, are forms of testable thinking that seek the consolidation of organisational explanation (see Shott, 1998). They help scholars go beyond the description of regularities to a position of seeking their explanation. Typically they are interdisciplinary in nature and have therefore the potential to act as the ‘link pin’ (Likert, 1967) in integrating research findings and theories from various disciplines. They are complementary to “mere empiricism” (Boudon 1991, p. 520) through a process of blending different general (or grand) paradigms and narrow empiricism into a more applicable and directly testable theory (Merton, 1948; Saren and Pels, 2008, p. 106). 
Of particular significance is the fact that middle range theory helps to move qualitative research away from descriptive to explanatory theoretical frameworks. Middle range theory through its systematic interaction with data takes the initial ideational hunches and constructs from prior empirical findings and transforms them into substantive theory. The premise of middle-range theory is depicted in Figure 4. As this figure serves to emphasise, to impose and instruct some order in formal theory generation, middle-range theory plays a link-pin role in translating and transforming bounded empirical generalisations to formal grant theories. Substantive theory refers to theory that is contextual and local whilst formal theory operates at the highest level of abstraction, scope and range. Substantive theories provide a range of conceptual categories which can be considered in conjunction with each other as a means to springboard to higher level of theoretical abstraction and relationships (see Figure 4). In this way, substantive theories can help in the move to formal theory development (Glaser 1978). Specifically, in order to move from substantive theory to formal theory, it is necessary for comparative analysis to be made of the various substantive theories within the domain of interest (Glaser and Stauss, 1967).
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Overall, although the call for qualitative research has been around for considerable time (Swamindass , 1991), there seems little evidence of rigorous use, especially in the broad field of OM. Our rationale for focussing on the middle-range theories through qualitative research is two-fold. First, they have the potential to act as a solid platform for developing, as Swamidass (1991, p. 802) put it, “general, unified or grand theories” in OM. Second, they can help conjoin many OM empirical generalisations/theories and methods, and so serve as a means to bridge the rigor-relevance gap in the OM field (Merton, 1968). Thus, as an alternative to the traditional one size fits all and plain vanilla approach to explain cause-effect relationship of OM research variables, middle range theories of OM could accomplish (to quote Pawson, 2000, p. 320; Merton, 1968) the task of producing transferable middle-range propositions which would in turn conjoin both the element of rigour and relevance of OM research. Merton’s notion of ‘mutual learning’ (1968) through qualitative field work and the prior middle-range theories can then be used  to advance scientific knowledge within OM (Dehoratius and Rabinovich (2011, p. 371) and serve “as a design exemplars of managerial problem solving” (van Aken, 2004, p. 221; Pawson, 2000). 

It is not possible here to present detailed coverage of how to conduct middle range theory development through qualitative research, however we present the key steps and stages involved in the process (see Figure 5). As Figure 5 seeks to illustrate, the first step in the process is Problem Framing which addresses the issue of ensuring relevancy to the real world of practice (Van Maanen, 1998; Varadarajan, 2003). This can involve a variety of qualitative methods, such as conducting in-depth field interviews, anthropological organizational observation, etc.  Qualitative research at this juncture can enable understanding of the key challenges facing OM practitioners (Creswell, 2007; Gephart, 2004). The next step is Problem Mapping and involves creating an understanding of the problem field under investigation. This would entail review of prior empirical evidence and evaluation of extant middle range theories as well as grand theories. The purpose here is to identify and define the various jigsaw pieces from prior empirical evidence as well as theorizing to draw out confounds and contradictions inherent in the current state of thinking. This brings to fore the issue of how the pieces of the jigsaw fit together, if they fit at all and also questions their relevance and integrity with respect to the problem question at hand. Ex ante confounds can be discussed and re-evaluated through discussions with organizational or problem stakeholders like employees, managers and other experts through qualitative mechanisms in order to build a deeper understanding of what is the boundary of the problem that is to be focussed upon and why. This leads to the Problem Investigation stage which may involve a mixture of qualitative approaches used individually or blended together as appropriate. This is a highly focussed data collection stage and can be executed through in-depth qualitative interviews, experiential learning, critical incident investigations and so on. Following this is Problem Analysis stage, in which the process of theory building starts to take shape. The critical decision here concerns as to the analytic lens that is to be used in theory building. Approaches such as Grounded Theory approach (Glaser, 1978; Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Charmaz, 2003; Urquhart et al., 2010), Phenomenological Analysis (Giorgi, 1975 and 1985) are likely to be featured among the choice set. After this comes the point of distilling a theory on the basis of rich field data. Here the theory building lens is focussed to re-evaluate the prior empirics and prior theory in light of emergent field data. To use analogy, it involves re-arranging and re-defining the different pieces of the jigsaw in light of new insights collected from the field, and connecting them to draw out the form of the picture or part picture that constitutes a middle range explanation of phenomena in the field. In other words, this step involves constituting substantive theory. To move to the next level of theory development requires repeating steps 1-5 in different contexts and settings. This iteration becomes one of many necessary to allow a bridge between middle range to grand theory, since the step checks and evaluates middle range theory for level and distance of generalization. The broader the ambit for generalization of middle range theory the stronger is the case for its development into formal theory and potentiality to serve a role within grand theory building. This stage involves a comparative analysis of competing middle range explanations to seek out the most fitting and generalized explanation for the phenomena under investigation. 
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Contributions

This paper contributes to research methods literature in business discipline generally and qualitative research methods in OM field in particular by elucidating an important concern and tension for OM scholars, namely the “theory-methods” gap. It is our belief that generating and extending middle-range theory is likely not only to fill the void in theory-methods gap but also as a lever in shaping both scholarship as well as practice of OM. 
With respect to contribution to business research methods literature in general, the paper offers several insights. First, it is a response to the frequent call for further assessment of the strength and legitimacy of qualitative research in business management (Bluhm et al., 2010, p. 1; Barratt et al., 2010; Lee et al., 2007; Cassell and Symon, 2004). Second, unlike many previous scholars who have endeavoured to reconcile the ruptured relationship between the quantitative and qualitative paradigms (Goering and Streiner, 1996), this review makes an attempt to articulate how general management researchers can benefit from qualitative research for more informed research outcomes with high potential scientific, societal and economic impact (see ESRC, 2011). Working from this premise, the way forward is to use qualitative methodology as a means to theory generation at both middle and grand theory levels – compared to theory elaboration and testing (Bluhm et al., 2010, p. 17). As such, it contributes to the conception that quantitative (empirical generalisations) and qualitative field research are to be viewed as multitrait/convergent methodologies rather than as rival camps (Jick, 1979, p. 602; Campbell and Fiske, 1959). Third, this review provides insights into the seemingly unbridgeable rigour–relevance gap in management research (Kieser and Leiner, 2009; Cassell and Lee, 2011). Building on a 1959 Ford Foundation report (Gordon and Howell, 1959) and a follow-up review of management research during 1960s to 1990s (Porter and McKibbin, 1988; Wren et al., 1994), Van de Ven (2002, p. 178) found  “growing criticism that findings from academic and consulting studies are not useful for practitioners and do not get implemented”. Van de Ven’s concern over the rigour-relevance gap in management research has close affinity with Huff’s observation on the status of management science research outputs since they are being seen as (to quote Huff, 2000; cited in Kieser and Leiner, 2009, pp. 516-7) “counting angles dancing on the head of a pin” by the public’ (see also Shapiro et al., 2007; Hambrick, 1994; Kelemen and Bansal, 2002; Bedeian, 1989). Of various options and remedies for gap bridging, the collaborative (field) research approach seems to be a viable strategy not least because scientific knowledge is distilled from close cooperation between management researchers and practitioners (Van de Ven and Johnson 2006, p.910). We argue that if rigour-relevance gap is to be bridged through two-way communication between researcher and practicing manager, and collaborative research is to advance knowledge for theory and practice, then it is essential for management researchers to ground their research question(s) in both existing middle-range theories (Merton, 1968) as well as “concrete and observable phenomena in order to situate its multiple dimensions and manifestations” (Van de Ven and Johnston, 2006, p. 910; Kieser and Leiner, 2009, p. 517). 
With regard to unraveling the nature of progress made in qualitative methodology in OM field, the paper offers a three-fold contribution to the advocacy of qualitative research in the OM field. First, as an applied field and a social science (Boyer and Swink, 2008), OM is a practical profession requiring OM scholars to fully engage in field work “to study real people, real problems, and real organisations” in a timely manner (Edmondson and McManus, 2007, p. 1155). As Edmondson and McManus (2007, p. 1155) note, “There is no doubt that such research journey can be messy and inefficient, fraught with logistical hurdles and unexpected events”. The problem is compounded by the international aspect of OM, in the sense that modern day organizations rarely conduct all aspects of their business within the confines of their own national border. International challenges coupled with the high investment costs in adoption and implementation of OM practices, techniques and tools mean that OM professionals are left with no choice but to learn how to adapt to the requirements of managing across many different borders, time zones, cultures and languages (Barnes, 2008, p. xxiii). This paper is suggestive firstly of the need for OM professionals to cooperate closely with OM scholars during the process of implementing an OM intervention, since they are valid stakeholders in the knowledge production process; and secondly, the necessity for OM scholars to actively engage in a well-integrated and -articulated (qualitative) field research where a high level of internal consistency is maintained (Edmondson and McManus, 2007, p. 1156). 
The second contribution relates to questioning of the dominant quantitative approach to conceptualising OM, which places stress on “developing a deeper mathematical foundation and understanding” (Fisher 2007, p. 368) of those OM concepts that have their origins in practice. There is no doubt that such a unilateral approach runs a serious risk of falling victim to the very malaise von Neumann (1956) and Fisher (2007, p. 368) highlighted. In order to offset this shortfall, a key lever is to lay stress on building synergies between theory and practice to further activate the OM conceptualisation. This is the position taken by Fisher (2007) who has made a concerted effort to gain insights from several academic fields such as physics, medicine, and finance to create role models for OM. Using the idea of “from bench to bedside” in medicine, Fisher advocates the notion of “translational research” (p. 369) in the sense that OM scholars need to better integrate empirics with theory – if OM as a field is to succeed in the same way as physics, medicine and finance. As a way forward to further activate the OM approach, we strongly believe that Merton’s notion of ‘middle-range theory’, with its philosophical underpinning of middle-range thinking, through qualitative research can provide OM the attention it deserves. This will allow numerous routine and complex OM activities that are of both day-to-day and short-term in nature and occur in abundance to not only form “necessary working hypotheses” but also be involved in a platform for “developing a unified theory that will explain all the observed uniformities” of OM function in terms of its tools and techniques, people, and interface with other functions (Merton, 1968, p. 39). 
The third and final contribution of this paper centres on the need to better appreciate and understand the nature of human behaviour in OM, and its far-reaching implications for the success of OM tools and techniques and the accuracy of its theories (Cassell and Symon, 2006). Whilst the importance of behavioural OM is not new and incidents such as incentive misalignment, natural risk aversion and a lack of trust between supply chain partners have been found to adversely impact the efficacy of operations in the past (Bendoly et al., 2006, p. 737), the dynamics of employee behaviour and operational tools and techniques across cultures and their implications for OM theory have generally not been given the attention they deserve (with the exception of some recent special issues: e.g. Bendoly et al., 2010). Given the global nature of the operations function and cultural (and behavioural) differences across nations, it is highly unlikely that the Western-dominated OM practices can live up to their intended promises, since they are likely to be precluded by variance of culture. The idea of international or global OM and its far-reaching implications for the operations function of non-Western emerging markets and economies requires OM scholars to go beyond the Hofstede paradigm (2007) through use of indigenous knowledge to construct middle-range OM theories that have the potential to act as a guide to design more unified theories and knowledge with global relevance (Fang, 2010, p. 156). In doing so, this paper subscribes to position that OM not only varies across cultures and contexts, but also is a function of both social aspects of people and technical aspects of organisational structure and processes (Eric and Murray, 1993; Huber and Brown, 1991; Bendoly et al., 2006). 
Conclusion
The primary aim of this paper was to highlight the relevance of qualitative research to the advancement of OM field through a process of engaging middle range theory. Middle range theory remains relatively under-researched, under-utilised yet it constitutes an important research approach. We adopt Merton’s (1968) notion of the middle-range approach, one which centres on management theorising through the integration of theory and empirical research. De-facto Merton’s middle-range approach, as opposed to grand theorising, has the potential to unify many theories of management into a coherent paradigm at a greater level of abstraction.  As such, the middle range theoretical approach is crucial to the further advancement of OM field, not least because it helps to federate findings and theories from various functions of OM, ranging from design to delivery and from upstream to downstream supply chain practices. 

Our rationale for this revisit was three-fold. First, the middle-range approach bridges the system of science and practice. In other words, it not only derives research questions from existing research but also imports them from practice in the form of working research propositions to the system of science for a more rigorous research scrutiny by quantitative scholars (Swamidass, 1991). Second, the middle-range approach is synonymous to researcher-practitioner collaborative research, which helps in the production of results that are both relevant and rigorous. Third, middle-range thinking is a prospective and forward-looking approach (Pawson, 2000; Boudon, 1991). The characteristic is particularly appealing given qualitative research outputs are generally characterised by a substantial degree of researcher bias as a consequence of non-objectivity in research evidencing (Eisenhardt, 1989; Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Cassell and Lee, 2011; Yin, 2003). Generally speaking, the middle-range theoretical approach is less susceptible to research bias and confounding, or at least less troublesome to positivistic traditionalists (Lee et al., 1999; Bluhm et al., 2010; Pratt, 2008). 

In so attempting, we hope the paper highlights to management scholars, in particular advocates of the positivist tradition, the potential of middle-range theory to consolidate, improve and federate empirical inquiry and to refocus their concentration on ends rather than means, as Merton (1968) once hoped for in the 1960s  (Pawson, 2000). By framing the discussion in terms of a need for “the phenomenon of theory-ladeness of observation” (Pawson, 2000, p. 283) as a means to advancement of OM theory and practice we made an attempt to demonstrate that the “empirical fidelity” (Pawson, 2000, p. 320) of OM field is better achieved by focusing on the potential of qualitative research for theory generation. In particular, we note the potentiality of the qualitative approach in the development and extension of existing “middle-range theories” of OM, and their role as a starting point in the critique and development of grand theories in OM.  Accordingly, we linked this debate to the long heated debate on relevance and rigour gap in management research (see Kieser and Leiner, 2009). We propose that the use of qualitative theory to tackle middle-range theory development and extension is able to provide a methodological platform upon which OM scholars can revisit their theoretical understanding to further explore and expand the field. 
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Figure 1. Economic transition and the resultant implications for OM theory and practice

Agrarian-Manufacturing    (Pre-industrial to industrial) 17th – 19th century                                                                                                       Services – Experience – Information (Post-industrial) – 20th century-present)
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	Core characteristics
	Agriculture. epoch-making improvement in agricultural productivity; population growth and more demand from the people for goods; available workforce; advancement in transportation; competition from cheaper imports.

Manufacturing. industrial production; use of machines, tools, labour to produce goods; mixture of traditional handicraft to hi-tech manufacture.
	
	Services: Increased importance of services both  in terms of contribution to GDP and the servitisation of products; 

Experience: Orchestrating memorable services for customers; value of the transformation that an experience offers; high level of customer participation 

IT: increased emphasis on IT; electronic commerce; knowledge creation

	Scope
	Local to regional
	
	Local to global

	Type of workforce
	Unskilled - semi-skilled  - skilled labour (working with muscle power and tradition)
	
	Low- skilled-skilled-high-skilled knowledge workers

	OM focus
	Agriculture. Mechanisation; productivity; industrial factories (farmers moved to large cities to work in the factories); house-hold-based production for mainly local market (supply-oriented). 

Manufacturing. Mass production and increased emphasis on quantity; specialisation; division of labour as the operational law; engineering and industrial design. 
	
	Services. Meeting customer needs (customer as co-producer).

Experience. Exceeding customer needs (customer as co-producer and the need for effective customer-experience management).

Information Technology: Exceeding customer needs and creating additional needs for customers (high-skilled knowledge-workers); increased importance of miniaturisation of computer and mobile industry; no need to physical proximity to customers; increased importance of service delivery and design; importance of innovation.

	OM pedagogical approach in business schools
	(Stage 1) Operational research and modelling; teaching production function as an stand-alone organisational function (but a province of engineering); too technique-oriented – (Stage 2) OM as part of general management course; (Stage 3) OM as a strategically-focused line of inquiry and course; more coverage of OM topics; some emphasis on services; emergence of supply chain management; globalisation; increased importance of human side of OM; topic by topic approach to teaching OM  - as opposed teaching OM as an integrated theme.
	
	(Stage 4) OM as a well-established field of management; emergence of service OM; increased importance of OM strategy; global supply chain; environmental effect management; managing people.

	OM  dominant methodological approach to theory building
	Traditional rationalist methods (Analytical research paradigm such as optimisation, simulation and statistical modelling); deductive survey-based methods.
	
	A mixture of traditional rationalist methods and deductive survey-based methods; recent increased importance of empirical methods of case and field research.

	The nature OM theories
	Empirical generalisations causality
	
	Empirical generalisations – middle-range theories Mixed causality and interaction

	Emerging and enduring challenges facing OM scholars
· Rigor-relevance gap in OM research;

· theory-methods gap;

· too much focus on OM techniques at the expense of concepts;

· too much use of OR/management science techniques;

· increased importance of services,

· globalisation and integration with other functions;

· lack of grand theory



Figure 2. Examples of OM theories 
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	Grand theories
	Middle range theories
	Empirical generalisations



	Examples:

· General systems theory of OM (Johnson et al., 1974)
	Examples:

· Waiting line (Erlang, 1909; Johannsen)
	Examples:

· Bowman’s management coefficients; as well as many empirical studies in OM-related journals.

	· JIT principles (Mondon, 1981; Shingo, 1981; Sugimori et al., 1977)
	· Customer-contact model (Chase, 1981)
	

	· Economic theory of the firm
	· Product process (Hayes & Wheelwright, 1979)
	

	
	· Plant focus (Skinner, 1974)
	

	
	· Production competence (Cleveland et al., 1989)
	

	
	· Sand cone model (Ferdows and De Meyer, 1990)
	

	
	· Service-dominant logic (Vargo and Akaka, 2009)
	

	
	· Gap model (Parasuraman et al., 1985)
	

	
	· Retail location model (Huff, 1963)
	

	
	· Supplier-buyer relationship (Choi and Wu, 2005, 2009)
	

	
	· Bullwhip effect (Forrester 1961)
	

	
	· Priority management (Westbrook, 1994)
	


Reference: Swamidass (1991, p. 803); Authors’ review of the literature
 Figure 3. A roadmap for theory-building in OM
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Figure 5. Qualitative Process for Middle Range Theory Development
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Stage 6: Comparative «Comparative analysis of other Middle Range theory in the Problem domain

: area.
Analysis and «Repeat above steps in different setting(s)
Generalization





Table 1. Evolution of Services OM as a discipline and the resulting outcomes 

	Stages
	Characteristics of Services OM
	Resulting outcomes for OM teaching and research
	Key references

	Stage 1
	A marginal part of industrial management 
	Application of manufacturing operations approaches to services – drawing out the distinctive characteristics of service environments, reconciling supply-demand in services (yield management), and managing customers in the delivery system of different service settings.
	Lovelock and Young (1979); Lovelock, (1983); Schmenner, (1986); Heineke and Davis (2007, p. 370).

	Stage 2


	Incorporation of cross-functional cooperation with other functions 
	Integration of operations and marketing to ensure higher service quality through identification of the performance gap in the design-delivery process 
	Parasuraman et al. (1985).  

	Stage 3
	Recognition of the strategic importance of services OM in gaining and promoting competitive advantage for manufacturing firms. teaching and research 
	Application of service approaches by manufacturing firms to further enhance their competitiveness
	Chase and Garvin, 1989; Sandra Vanderwerme, (1993); Wise and Baumgartner (1999).

	Stage 4
	A shift from the transactional nature of services to one of experience-based relationships – owing to the advances in information technology or technology-enabled service systems
	Recognition of the need for businesses to orchestrate memorable encounters for their customers (both B2C and B2B), the need for the highest level of employee commitment to deliver to the specific experience needs of the customer 
	Pine and Gilmore (1999); Fitzsimmons and Fitzsimmons (2011); Machlup (1962); Porat and Rubin (1977); Karmarkar and Apte (2007).
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