Exercise: The "Realia-Paradigm Matrix" Workshop
Objective
By the end of this 90-minute workshop, students will populate a foundational portfolio entry that connects an observable real-world organizational artifact (realia) with an explicit philosophical stance (paradigm), culminating in a draft DBA research question.
Phase 1: Realia Collection (The Empirical Anchor)
Duration: 15 minutes
DBA research must solve real problems. Students begin by bringing or selecting a piece of realia—a concrete, observable artifact from their industry, organization, or contemporary business news.
· Examples of Realia:
· An executive memo announcing a failed digital transformation initiative.
· A sudden drop in employee retention metrics following a return-to-office (RTO) mandate.
· An annual report showing rising ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) compliance costs alongside stagnant shareholder returns.
· A regulatory warning letter issued to a financial institution regarding AI-driven credit scoring bias.
Phase 2: Paradigmatic Interrogation (The Epistemological Frame)
Duration: 30 minutes
Once the realia is established, students analyze it through a chosen philosophical lens. For DBA candidates, Critical Realism or Pragmatism are typically the most powerful, as they bridge objective reality with subjective interpretation and practical outcomes.
Students map their realia onto a 3-column portfolio template using one of the following paradigms:
	Paradigm
	How it Views the Realia
	What Type of Question It Demands

	Critical Realism
	The realia (e.g., high turnover) is just an empirical event. Beneath it lie actual events and deep structural mechanisms (e.g., toxic middle-management culture, misaligned incentive structures).
	What underlying generative mechanisms cause X, and how can leadership intervene?

	Pragmatism
	The realia is a practical problem that disrupts workflow or value creation. Truth is what works to solve it.
	How can practitioners design and implement a framework to resolve X effectively?

	Interpretivism
	The realia is a product of social construction and meaning-making among actors (e.g., how employees perceive the RTO mandate).
	How do key stakeholders make sense of X, and how do their subjective meanings shape organizational outcomes?


Phase 3: Crafting the Viable Research Question
Duration: 25 minutes
Using their paradigm to filter the realia, students draft a research question that avoids being purely descriptive (e.g., "Why are people leaving?") or purely speculative. It must meet the FINER criteria (Feasible, Interesting, Novel, Ethical, Relevant) while respecting DBA constraints (access to organizations, practical contribution).
· Weak Question (Too broad / atheoretical): "Why do companies fail at digital transformation?"
· Strong DBA Question (Critical Realist lens + Realia): "What generative mechanisms constrain middle-management agency during enterprise-wide agile transformations, and how can governance structures be redesigned to mitigate these barriers?"
The Portfolio Deliverable
Students log the exercise into their ongoing DBA research portfolio as a single standardized entry containing four required sections:
1. The Artifact Statement: A brief description and citation/attachment of the realia.
2. The Surface Paradox: What contradiction or tension does this realia expose in contemporary business practice?
3. The Epistemological Choice: Justification of why a specific paradigm (e.g., Pragmatism vs. Critical Realism) is best suited to unpack this specific realia.
4. The Prototypical Research Question: The refined question, complete with a 2-sentence rationale on its managerial and theoretical contribution.
Classroom Facilitation Guide for Instructors
· Step 1 (10 mins): Brief lecture introduction on how real-world phenomena hide behind epistemological assumptions.
· Step 2 (20 mins): Individual work or pairs. Students exchange their realia and critique each other's initial assumptions ("Are you just looking at the symptom, or the underlying system?").
· Step 3 (20 mins): Group share-out. Write 2-3 student examples on the whiteboard to contrast how different paradigms change the framing of the exact same real-world event.
· Step 4 (10 mins): Wrap-up and submission of the portfolio template.

