WEEK 2
Seminar Session 2

Ways of Constructing Research Questions: Gap-Spotting or Problematization?

 Structure of Session
· 15 min recap (gap-spotting vs problematization)
· 30 min group work
· 45 min feedback (15 min per group)
· 15 min plenary synthesis



GROUP A
Diagnosing Gap-Spotting
Objective:
Identify and critically analyse the dominance of gap-spotting.

Discussion Questions
1. According to Sandberg & Alvesson, what are the three basic forms of gap-spotting?
· Confusion spotting
· Neglect spotting
· Application spotting

2. Why do the authors argue that gap-spotting rarely produces “interesting theories”?
3. Examine the logic:
· Does gap-spotting reinforce existing assumptions?
· Can incremental extension ever be theoretically transformative?

4. Why is gap-spotting dominant across paradigms (positivist AND critical)?
5. In your DBA fields:
· Where do you see confusion spotting?
· Where do you see neglect spotting?
· Are you personally engaging in gap-spotting?

Task:
Each student reformulates their current research question and identifies:
· What kind of gap-spotting logic they are using.
· Whether it reinforces or challenges assumptions.

Feedback to Whole Group:
· Is gap-spotting intellectually safe?
· Is it institutionally rewarded?
· Does it produce publishable but uninteresting work?



GROUP B
Problematization as Assumption-Challenging
Objective:
Understand problematization as a disruptive research logic.

Discussion Questions
1. How do the authors define problematization (in contrast to Locke & Golden-Biddle)?
2. What does it mean to:
“Think differently instead of what is already known”?
3. What is the difference between:
· Minor critique
· Critical confrontation
· Genuine problematization?
4. Why is problematization intellectually demanding?
5. What risks are involved in assumption-challenging research?

Applied Exercise:
Each student identifies:
· One dominant assumption in their research field.
· Why it is taken-for-granted.
· What would happen if it were reversed.
Example prompts:
· “Leadership is beneficial.”
· “Digital transformation improves performance.”
· “ESG enhances legitimacy.”
· “AI governance reduces risk.”

Feedback to Whole Group:
· Which assumptions were hardest to challenge?
· What resistance might reviewers show?
· Does problematization threaten academic norms?

GROUP C
Social Norms and Institutional Pressures
Objective:
Interrogate the political economy of research question construction.

Discussion Questions
1. The authors identify 8 social norms that favour gap-spotting.
Which are most powerful in today’s academic system?
2. Discuss:
· RAE/REF regimes
· Journal ranking systems
· Citation economies
· Tenure pressures
3. Is gap-spotting:
· An intellectual choice?
· Or a structural necessity?
4. Do high-ranking journals encourage disruption or reward conformity?
5. Is professional doctorate (DBA) research more or less constrained by these norms?

Applied Exercise:
Students discuss:
· How might they frame a problematization argument
while still surviving peer review?
· What rhetorical strategies might soften assumption-challenging claims?

Feedback to Whole Group:
· Is academia structurally conservative?
· Can DBA research create more space for disruption?
· Should examiners reward problematization explicitly?

Final Plenary Discussion (All Groups)
Bring the strands together:
1. Is problematization realistic for most doctoral students?
2. Does problematization require intellectual courage?
3. Where is the line between:
· Disruption
· Irrelevance
· Over-radicalisation?
4. How might a DBA thesis combine:
· Gap-spotting (to establish legitimacy)
· Problematization (to establish contribution)?

DBA-Level Takeaway
Ask the whole cohort:
“Are you extending the conversation, or are you questioning the conversation?”

Optional Advanced Exercise (If Time Allows)
Each group produces:
· One gap-spotting question
· One problematized version of the same question
Example:
Gap:
How does AI governance improve risk mitigation in universities?
Problematized:
Why do current AI governance frameworks assume risk mitigation is the primary organisational objective, and what alternative logics might be obscured?

