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	Steve was the former MBA Director at SBS. His development of the masters portfolio has generated some interesting international links. These are to be further exploited in his new role.
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	The applicability of theory. Phenomenology.
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	As a short sighted person of many years I am often asked why I don’t seek laser solutions. Apart from a strong element of cowardice, I remain uncorrected, as I quite like the element of haziness which I can revert to, when not wearing my specs. It is quite nice to awake and see a blurred world, especially when looking in the mirror. This comfort with indistinctness colours my feelings about the application of theory in our subjects. My early training as an economist was all about precision and definitive hypothesis testing. As I gained more experience applying theory and dealing with an imperfect world that never came up to scratch from a theoretical viewpoint, I began to appreciate ambiguity, juxtaposition of different interpretations and the strengths of more qualitative approaches. 
“There is always an alternative” and “It depends” are my mantras. Initially students seek the one answer to the questions we ask. However the best students realise that answers depend on context and the strength of explanatory data. Since data collection is seldom perfect, analysis of it normally requires several interpretations. As one of my MBA Finnish students remarked, following my reading of Elder (2009) in class, ‘I now force my 9 year old daughter to justify her comments over the breakfast table. I require evidence for statements and different interpretations of the key factors’. While this seems tough on family relations, it is a good sign that he has got the academic message about the need for critical appraisal. 
In my areas of interest, especially business ethics and cross cultural studies, where I may be investigating sensitive issues, qualitative methods dominate. Interpreting results requires the acknowledgement of several “realities”. Any project might employ many different research methods from observational, action, content analysis to narratives, focus groups and long term ethnographic studies. As Letiche (2006) says this phenomenological approach requires a complex adaptive system (CAS). We often end up with “fuzzy methodologies” as detailed by Liu and Wu (2007). 
This may be frustrating for business that wants clarity in plans for action and students who seek to memorise “correct” answers, but I believe it treats the real world as it is. Theory is still important. Without it we have no starting point for analysis. There is a need to research the range of interpretations on every issue and use applications to make progress. However there is unlikely to be any theory which fits all cases, so there will always be a case for embracing complexity. 
Elder, L. (2009) I think critically, therefore I am, Times Higher Education, 6 August
Chin-Hung Liu & Hsin-Hung Wu (2007) The Development of a Model to Explain Group Decision-Making Processes: An Application of Fuzzy Methodology International Journal of Management Vol. 24, No. 3, pp 489-500 
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