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In essence, the research process can be compressed into four stages that form a 
research ladder.

Define topic

Explore topic

Develop theory

Test theory



It all starts with a 
topic.



First, the topic might be defined broadly, yet the task is to narrow it down as much 
as possible.

Zoom-in



Personal example

In the beginning of my PhD studies: 

I want to study the integration of Business Process Management and Knowledge 
Management
After the 1st year of PhD studies:

I want to study knowledge-intensive processes (KiPs)
3rd year of PhD studies:

I want to study:

1) How can KiPs be conceptualized?

2) How do knowledge processes influence individual and team performance 
depending on the degree of knowledge intensity?

3) What are the circumstances under which process actors deviate from standard 
procedures in KiPs and what do these deviations lead to?



How far shall we go in 
narrowing down the 
topic?



Far enough to be able to make a theoretical contribution.

Source: Whetten (1989)

https://www.jstor.org/stable/258554


A theoretical contribution expands the existing body of knowledge.

Body of knowledge 
before the study

Body of knowledge after 
the study

Theoretical 
contribution



Every theory must address three essential questions.

What?

How?

Why?



What?

Which factors (variables, constructs, concepts) are considered as part 
of the explanation of a studied phenomena?

A

B

C



Two criteria exist to judge the quality of decisions made regarding factors considered 
in the theory.

Comprehensiveness

Are all relevant factors included?

Parsimony 

Should some factors be deleted because they add little additional 
value to our understanding? 



How?

What are the relationships between the factors?

A

B

C



By answering What 
and How questions, 
we build a domain of 
the theory.



Btw, the model presented in the slide will be a part of a so-called variable theory.

A

B

C

Variable theory: How do constructs relate to each other? 



However, there is another type of theory – a process theory. 

A

Process theory: How does a construct relate to past manifestations of 
itself? 

A’

time



A type of theory will impact the choice of the timeframe for the study.

Cross-sectional studies VS Longitudinal studies
a “snapshot” taken at a 

particular time
a representation of events 

over a given period

Variable theory Process theory



Why?

What are the underlying psychological, economic, or social dynamics 
that justify the selection of factors and the proposed relationships?



By answering the 
Why question, we 
make theoretical 
assumptions.



What and How describe; only Why explains.

What How Why

The theoretical domain Assumptions



Apart from domain 
and assumptions, 
theories contain 
boundary conditions. 



Boundary conditions set limits to the generalizability, and as such constitute the 
range of the theory. In essence, there are three such conditions:

Who? 

Where?

When?



Who and Where describe the population of the study.

Absorptive capacity, strategic flexibility, and business model 
innovation: Empirical evidence from Italian SMEs
Source: Miroshnychenko et al. (2021)

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0148296320301090?via%3Dihub


If the population of our study consists of groups, and we are interested in the point 
of view of multiple group participants, then we will be conducting case study 
research.

Source: Eisenhardt (1989)

https://www.jstor.org/stable/258557


While When outlines situations in which the theory would apply.

Leadership matters in crisis-induced digital transformation: how to lead 
service employees effectively during the COVID-19 pandemic

Source: Bartsch et al. (2021)

https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/JOSM-05-2020-0160/full/html


Before getting to explore the topic, it is important to positively answer the following 
check-up questions:

Do we have an idea about factors that can be potentially included in 
our theoretical domain?

Have we decided on who is going to participate in our study? 

Do we know where the study participants are located?



When the topic is 
defined, we get to 
explore it.



The exploration starts 
with conducting a 
literature review*. 

* The topic will be covered in 
detail on 9th of October



The extent to which the selected topic was studied in the past directly influences the 
choice of the research approach.

Are we able to formulate 
the domain and 

assumptions of our theory 
after reading previous 

studies?

Inductive research Deductive research

no yes



In the inductive research, the exploration continues with collecting primary data in 
the field (more detail on the 16th of October) 

Interviews Observation



To summarize, the process of the research topic exploration is as follows:



Once the theory was 
developed, it must be 
tested.



In inductive research, evidence to support (or reject) the theory is found in the 
second round of interviews/observations. 

Interviews Observation



In deductive research, primary data are collected specifically with the purpose of 
testing the theory (more detail on the 16th of October).



To summarize, the process of supporting the theory with evidence is as follows: 



And now let’s 
have a look at 
two examples.



Inductive research Deductive research

Source: Monashev et al. (2023) Source: Rehman and Iqbal (2020)

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-41620-0_25
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/BPMJ-07-2019-0274/full/html


Let’s start with an example of inductive research.

Source: Monashev et al. (2023)

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-031-41620-0_25


Step 1: Define Topic



Step 2: Explore Topic



Literature was NOT sufficient



Step 3: Develop Theory – Collect Primary Data



Step 3: Develop Theory – Analyze Primary Data

Grounded Theory Method

9 interview 
transcripts

4 theoretical 
propositions



Externally driven 
deviation

Internally driven 
deviation

Process performance 

-

+

High 
unpredictability

Low 
communication 

quality

Low 
unpredictability

Low robustness 
of standards

1 (NC) 2 (NC)

4 (NC)3 (NC)

*NC = Necessary Condition





Step 4: Test Theory – Collect Data 



Step 4: Test Theory – Analyze Data



Externally driven 
deviation

Internally driven 
deviation

Process performance 

-

+

High 
unpredictability

Low 
communication 

quality

Low 
unpredictability

Low robustness 
of standards

1 (NC) 2 (NC)

4 (NC)3 (NC)

*NC = Necessary Condition

invalid



And now, let’s have a look at the example of deductive research.

Source: Rehman and Iqbal (2020)

https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/BPMJ-07-2019-0274/full/html


First, the authors conduct a literature review to describe a set of factors used in the 
theory.



Literature was sufficient



Then, they formulate a set of hypotheses that define relations between the selected 
factors and provide a rationale for these relations based on the previous studies.





In order to support the theory with evidence, the authors, first express factors in 
operational terms. This allows the authors to compile a survey.

Knowledge-oriented leadership (KOL)

KOL1 The company has developed training programmes (for instance, to develop skills to share 
knowledge, abilities to understand and use IT tools, etc.) as essential instruments for the 
attainment of KM objectives

KOL2 The company has developed incentive systems (monetary and non-monetary) to reward 
teamwork instead of individual incentive systems 

… …

KOL6 In the company, teamwork is a regular practice



Then, the authors conduct survey. 



Finally, they test hypotheses and approve or refuse them based on a series of 
indicators.



In today’s lecture, I’ve used the following references:

Whetten, D. A. (1989). What Constitutes a Theoretical Contribution? The Academy of 
Management Review, 14(4), 490–495. https://doi.org/10.2307/258554

Eisenhardt, K. M. (1989). Building Theories from Case Study Research. The Academy of 
Management Review, 14(4), 532–550. https://doi.org/10.2307/258557

Monashev, M., Krčál, M., Mendling, J. (2023). Deviation from Standards and Performance in 
Knowledge-Intensive Processes: Evidence from the Process of Selling Customized IT Solutions. In: Di 
Francescomarino, C., Burattin, A., Janiesch, C., Sadiq, S. (eds) Business Process Management. BPM 
2023. Lecture Notes in Computer Science, vol 14159. Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-
3-031-41620-0_25

Rehman, U. U., & Iqbal, A. (2020). Nexus of knowledge-oriented leadership, knowledge 
management, innovation and organizational performance in higher education. Business Process 
Management Journal, 26(1), 1731 – 1758. https://doi.org/10.1108/bpmj-07-2019-0274
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