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Over the past thirty years a number of European researchers have
questioned the epistemological status of their respective scientific
disciplines. Works like J. Piaget edited essays in the Encyclopédia de
la Pléiade dated 1967, or A. C. Martinet's Epistemologies of
Management Science can be considered landmarks, together with the
symposium “Constructivism and Management Science” held in
Lille, France, October 1997. New references, introduced by the
constructivist paradigm in particular, have led to the reconsidera-
tion of “field” research methods, and to the study of the role and
place of researchers in this type of setting. The idea of researchers as
neutral and objective observers is being more and more contested.
On the one hand, their values, beliefs, and other goals and plans are
likely to influence the representations which they construct from the
phenomenon under inquiry. On the other hand, their mere presence
in the field can influence the evolution of this phenomenon. “The
interaction between observer and observed is an inescapable prob-
lem—but rather than viewing this as an obstacle to knowledge, it
should be considered the opposite, as a means of knowledge and
perhaps the only means,” wrote M. Berry in this regard.’
Publications appearing in the past ten years, preceded by the
pioneering works of K. Lewin?®, the Tavistock Institute of the 1950s,
B. Glaser and A. L. Strauss’, and E. Thorsud*® demonstrate the inter-
est that has arisen in management science about the problem of
knowledge production for and by organizations. Whether called
clinical research’, action research methods,” intervention research,”
or engineering research, these “transformative” fieldwork methods
(as opposed to “contemplative” methods) tend to develop, after
having demonstrated their potential fertility for the researcher as
well as for the practitioner. All seem to have the same intention, an
intention Lewin® calls “dual,” which consists in “succeeding in an
intentionally change-inducing project and, in doing so, advancing

et

fundamental knowledge in the human sciences.” “In thinking about
a theory of researchers’ intervention in a company, it is a new
understanding of action which may be offered to us,” explained
Hatchuel.” However, it is important to be vigilant regarding the

status of knowledge produced by this type of research. Taking the
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position that the subject and object are inseparable, this article
proposes to reflect on how to produce knowledge in this type of
research, as well as on its conditions of legitimization. Then, after
specifying the design of the field work method to which we refer
(sec. 1), we will discuss the nature and status of the knowledge
likely to be produced (sec. 2). These remarks will be illustrated
along the way by a research action conducted in a large French elec-
tric company.

1 Modalities for Constructing an Intervention
Research Project

We have briefly gone over the principal terms given to transforma-
tive field research methods. Before going further in our reflection on
the role and place of this type of research in a more global process of
production/appropriation of knowledge, it is best to first expand
upon the framework within which our conception of this research
activity is located.

In his exposition of the concept of action-research, M. Liu'
essentially proposes to liken this approach to an adaptation of the in
siti experimental method implemented in a “natural” milieu, the
goal being the testing of hypotheses according to a specifically
delineated protocol. We suggest adopting a more open vision. For
us, the end result of an intervention research project is not so much
the testing of hypotheses, which are formed beforehand by
researchers in concrete situations. It is, rather, to make new research
problems emerge; and to create intervention situations which are
likely to enrich the thinking conducted jointly or separately by
researchers and practitioners along the way. With this logic,
researchers are confronted with concrete situations which they need
to understand in order to construct and propose suitable modes of
intervention, with reference to a certain theoretical framework and
with the intention of producing knowledge which is “actionable
and/or “publishable” in scientific journals. It is precisely this atti-

1]

tude of researchers toward their fieldwork which induces us to
prefer the term intervention research to that of action research since
the research project is planned around and during the intervention.

Before presenting at greater length the main concepts on
which this research process is based (sec. 1.2), it is important, at first,
to reflect on how it can be constructed. Indeed, it presupposes vari-
ous interactions prior to the intervention, whose crucial character
we will discuss (sec. 1.1).
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Figure 1
Schematic representation of an intervention
research process.
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1.1 Negotiating the Intervention Research, a Major Preliminary
Phase

Figure 1 underscores the idea that an intervention research project
is based upon the conjunction of two projects; that of the organiza-
tion and that of the research team. Initially, these two projects are
different in character. This difference results mainly from the diver-
sity of the underlying goals, and from the cultures and contexts
within which they lie. 1f the researchers’ project tends toward a
process of ongoing and leng-term knowledge production, that of
the practitioners often is much more limited and immediate. The
latter essentially consists of devising and rapidly implementing
changes within the organization (structural changes, changes in the
way of working, new management tools, etc.). The conjunction
between these two projects cannot be declared de facto. It is a prereq-
uisite which, although often considered insignificant, takes on major
importance during the process of an intervention research process,
This prerequisite is the initial negotiation.

1.1.1 Two Projects Likely to Enrich Each Other
"% arises from what we could
call both an attempt at clarification and the realization of various

This prerequisite, called “negotiation,

projects. It consists partly of identifying the possibilities for cross-
fertilization between the two projects; in other words, to study “if an
investigation is likely to be useful to the organization and to
research in management at the same time.” " Next, it is important to
bring up a third project, common to both parties, which is
constructed in reference to the latter projects, and which allows
them to advance, even to transform. A. Hatchuel® explains that
these first researcher/practitioner interactions challenge the
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researcher to “examine if, from the request set out by the organiza-
tion, and considering the research possibilities he might have, he
can advance his own research inquiry at the same time.” G.
Arnaud® adds that “the researcher must...make a compromise
between his own research project (the logic of knowledge), and the
onsite problems identified by certain key decisionmakers in the
company (the logic of action).” Moreover, this compromise has
every chance of exerting an influence on the knowledge produced
over the course of the intervention.

The intervention research project used here as a case-study
was carried out in a large French electric company. For almost forty
years, this company has based its administrative system on a hier-
archical and vertical conception of the organization, with different
divisions based on specific activities. For example, one division is in
charge of managing and overseeing the various electricity produc-
tion processes (nuclear power stations, hydraulics, etec.), while
others deal with electricity distribution (construction/management
of electrical lines) or the sale of products and services linked to elec-
tricity. Following this logic of division of activities, each division is
composed of a number of units spread out over France. Thus, for
example, a hundred or so units are involved in commercial activity.
Also, there are some twenty-five different production units, twelve
or more engineering units, etc. Different units corresponding with
various divisions can be found in the same geographical area, all
with differentiated missions and issues, and whose intervention
space can be fundamentally variable since it can range from a single
village to the whole of France. To summarize, this can be considered
a multilevel and multisite group.

The strong economic growth that followed the end of the
Second World War and the monopolistic position of the group with
its vertical and hierarchical organization contributed to the emer-
gence of what can be called a culture of “certainty” (belief in the
invulnerability and unchanging context of the company) and “terri-
tory” (resulting from compartmentalization and an overall lack of
inter-employee cooperation). But the context has changed. The
decrease in consumption and the arrival of new actors (economic,
political, and social) on both the national and local levels have
called for new strategies and new organizational concepts. The scat-
tering of partial representations on group activities in specialized
processes, such groups working more often in a parallel rather than
an interacting mode, no longer permitted the intelligibility of the
overall system. Thus, the Head Office decided to implement a
process which would help local directors reconstruct this global
vision. This took the form of a strategic inter-unit (thus interdivi-
sional) process, aimed at linking the various strategic processes
already in place at the local level. As decentralization policies held
by successive French governments give preponderant weight to the
“regions,” (France is composed of twenty-two administrative
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regions) this process was supposed to rely on a committee in each
region called Commission Interne de Coordination Régionale, (CICOR)
which was to be composed of all unit directors located in the region
in question. The main project of these committees is to initiate and
bring life to a regional strategic activity based on the exchange and
sharing of information between units. Each committee was then
asked to prepare a sort of strategic plan for company activities in the
region, known as the “Schéma Directeur d’Action Régionale”
(SDAR), with reference to the strategic thought and actions led by
the Head Office and by the local units (see fig. 2).

Head Difice Corporate strategic plan
I I I |
Division 1 Divison 2 Division 3 Division 4 Strategic guidelines
for each division

Local Units

Interunit regional committee (CICOR)

Figure 2

Context of the Intervention Used as Our Case-

Study
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The example intended to illustrate our remarks focuses on an
intervention carried out within one of these CICORs. The initial
project of this CICOR was to elaborate a new SDAR, taking into
account the opinion of all the actors involved in the process, in
order to facilitate its subsequent implementation.

One project of our research team concerned the construction
of strategic action in complex settings. Subscribing to the paradigm
of “procedural” rationality,” this project is concerned with the
processes of strategic reflection/action, as well as with their results.
In this large research project, one topic focused on a particular

.

modality of project operation—the “co-management of co-designed
projects.” " This consisted mainly in studying the conditions under
which organizations are likely to develop strategic actions that are
collectively designed and managed (How? Why? In what
context?...). This modality seemed capable of providing a frame of
reference that would be relevant to the elaboration of the SDAR in
this CICOR. These two projects seemed sufficiently congruent to
encourage involvement in an intervention research project. The
initial negotiation led to an interesting and original problem: how
can we initiate and bring to life strategic actions which are co-
designed and co-managed by actors having fundamentally different
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origins, values, cultures, and goals, and who, until then, had never
made the effort to talk together? Our common project was defined.

1.1.2 Constructing the Researcher’s Modes of Interaction in the
Field

The role and status of the researchers in the intervention research
also affect its progress (and thus its output). Moreover, it is in the
researcher’s interest to negotiate his or her position during the
process leading to the project-mounting stage, even if he or she
knows full well that this position is likely to evolve and be renego-
tiated over the course of the intervention. “The researcher must
multiply negotiations and take into account the reservations and the
expectations held of him.” "™ The researcher thus is led to perma-
nently reconstruct his or her relationship with the field.

The idea that a researcher can or should adopt a “contem-
plative and objective” position is excluded in this case. Even when
considered an observer, the researcher is a social being similar to
actors in the organization he or she studies. Here he or she is a
“non-neutral” actor, interpreting phenomena in his or her own way,
and influencing by his or her mere presence the work of the group
of actors observed. However, the idea of the “non-neutrality” of the
researcher does not appear sufficient in terms of learning and
knowledge production. As per the ideas developed by G. Arnaud,”
whenever a researcher tries to remain neutral and uncommitted to
the organization’s project, the project cannot lead to significant
results. When researchers position themselves officially as partici-
pants who are explicitly involved in the project of the organization,
much greater opportunities are opened. From a research point of
view, this facilitates access to information that probably would not
be obtainable otherwise (especially when the organization’s project
has to do with company strategy issues). In this way, we were able
to consult a number of the units’ strategic documents, as well as
participate in confidential meetings, which gave us a better under-
standing of the firm’s problems. This position also permits the actu-
alization of theoretical references on which the researcher’s thinking
is based, and allows new problems to arise. Lastly, the researcher’s
involvement encourages the practitioners’ appropriation of the
theoretical concepts on which their reflection and action are based.
One example might be a co-design of new organizational manage-
ment systems which is based on their specific concerns and the
particular context of their organization. At the same time, however,
the researchers cannot replace the practitioners; their role is not to
do the practitioners” job on their behalf, but to facilitate it. The
researcher’s activity then becomes a continual balancing act
between two types of behavior, an oscillation between two live
poles—observing and acting; observing in order to understand and
act (being “visible” and not trying to melt into the organization),
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and acting in order to observe and understand, with the goal of
learning and knowledge production.

We cannot conclude this first section without bringing up the
potentially disruptive effects of the intervention in the organization.
For example, the theoretical abilities and references of the research
team generate modes of reasoning or thought that could go against
those developed by the organization. “ldeological or methodologi-
cal transparency is not always possible or ‘paying’ in an organiza-
tion,” wrote G. Arnaud” in this respect. In other words, is it
necessary to act in total transparency at the risk of scaring the orga-
nization? Or is it preferable to have several dark zones, putting
certain concepts into practice without overly explaining them, and
trying to arouse an interest and reflection around these concepts
before unveiling them? For example, although the concepts of
procedural rationality or interactive construction were brought up
numerous times at select committee meetings (cf. sec. 1.1.3, follow-
ing), they were not introduced on site in these words, at least not in
the beginning. The practitioners would have risked interpreting this
as the inability of researchers to “speak simply of simple things,”
and this interpretation could have led to our rejection, indeed to
straightforward exclusion.

1.1.3 The Structure of the Research Project

To establish the construction and negotiation of the researchers’
modes of fieldwork interaction, it is important to put a certain struc-
ture in place, long the lines of the notion of “management author-
ity” and “research project protocol” outlined by J. Girin.* This
authority, known here as the “select committee,” periodically
reunites the researchers and practitioners, who, by their various
functions in the organizations, play a key role in the progress of the
intervention research project. These various actors then can make
joint decisions on the evolution of the intervention research project.
In our example, this involved the two persons responsible for lead-
ing the construction process of the SDAR in the region. The imple-
mentation of this authority had many advantages, for it allowed us
to follow the process closely when one of the principal executives
was transferred to another position (transition management).

The essential symmetrical role played by the research labo-
ratory must be underlined. 1t provided a means of “scientific
control” beyond the researchers’ own “asceticism” (the researchers
are supposed to question themselves systematically on the legiti-
macy of the knowledge they produce), and its members interro-
gated the researchers insistently on the work they were carrying out
in the field, provoking new discussions and reflection.
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1.2 An intervention Based on a Principle of Ongoing
Construction

Once the “researcher/practitioner” system has produced agreement
on a certain number of modalities related to the intervention, it can
begin. Interactions between the researchers and the practitioners are
the main driving force. The two parties “constantly exchange points
of view and modes of representation on the constraints and issues
coming from their respective fields, fields which are never superim-
posable.... It is the continual adjustment of this difference which

"z

makes the interaction likely to produce new knowledge” *—and,

we should add, new projects. Our work is based mainly on a logic

5 "z

of “interactive rationality,” * a “principle of incompletion,” * and an
“interactionist conception of communication.” * This intentionally
transforming and multirationalist process allows one to go beyond
the framework negotiated previously by the two parties, as often is
the case once researchers adopt a logic of deconstruction/construc-
tion of ideas. The permanent confrontation/reconstruction of the
actors’ representations are likely to enrich, to cause to evolve,
indeed, to put back into question, projects which are pre-identified.
It also can allow the participating parties to reconsider/adapt some
of the tools developed in the goal of realizing these projects. These
processes can then be described as a permanent “equilibration”
and

“ends/means dialectic.” ¥ We call them “ongoing” constructions,

between “assimilation” “accommodation,”* or as an
based on a continuous to-ing and fro-ing between reflection and
action.

Thus, the various interactions between researchers and prac-
titioners in the CICOR intervention put into question the relevance
of a purely regional strategic action as conceived at the company’s
Head Office. Indeed, the various units established in this region
intervene in a geographic space which is extremely varied (going
from a single city to the whole of France). These spaces of interven-
tion can intersect (due to the diversity of the units’ activities), be
bordering (between two units of the same division, for example), or
be totally unconnected. A process of cooperation located exclusively
at the regional scale becomes barely conceivable at this point. The
relationship set up by interactions between the various participating
parties, along with the improvement of mutual understanding and
the institution of work and exchange modalities it generated,
encouraged evolution towards a more open conception of the activ-
ities to be carried on in the CICOR. From a search for purely
regional issues which would concern all of the units, we initially
moved on to research into regional issues likely to involve only
some of these units. Then, with time and over the course of interac-
tions, the idea of constructing an inter-entity strategic action at a
subregional level emerged, since the vision of the world prescribed
by the Head Office was considered ossifying. The organization’s
project thus underwent an ongoing transformation. The “tradi-

Design Issues: Volume 15, Number 2 Summer 1989



28 N. Couix, "Evaluation chemin faisant et
mise en acte d'une stratégie tatonnanta”,
in M.-J. Averiier, gd., La Stratégie Chermin
Faisant [Faris; Economica, 1997),
137-188.

tional” CICOR logic was stepped over in favor of the broader
perspective of inter-unit strategic action (reformulation of ends).
Moreover, the participation of the units involved in this strategic
process was able to evolve over time (reformulation of means).

This concept of intervention research, which suggests taking
advantage of situations which arise in midstream, places the issue
of evaluating this activity at the heart of the discussion. In fact, the
incessant oscillations between ends and means, and the continual
comings and goings between reflection and action, presuppose the
existence of processes aimed at assessing the relevance of evolutions
provoked by this activity as one goes along. One of the basic princi-
ples of this “ongoing” evaluation™ consists of a “continual diagno-
sis of the situation in which the organization wishes to intervene, as
well as of its own operation.” This form of evaluation permits “a
reinterpretation of processes in progress and, in doing so, an inter-
rogation on the relevance of identified objectives and of the realiza-
tion of ends/means.” It involves the construction of a reference for
evaluation common to the participating actors, and their the tran-
scription of preferences in quantitative as well as in qualitative crite-
ria. This system of reference allows them to build a shared meaning
of the situations which arise, and sometimes leads them to redirect
their reflections and/or actions. Rather than being fixed and static,
it is evolving and dynamic. Constructed in relation to actions that
are carried out progressively by the “researcher/practitioner”
system, it is itself constantly updated. In the CICOR, for example,
this common reference system was transformed in order to account
for the new logic of inter-unit strategic action, allowing for evolu-
tionary involvement over time. A strategic action conceived in this
manner is based on a multitude of organizational and operational
systems which are assembled, reassembled, or disassembled accord-
ing to the issues, contexts, and problems of the units. Thus, the
CICOR’s system of evaluation is now based on a dual principle: (1.)
to permanently construct new knowledge on emerging operational
systems, and (2.) to understand them in a manner which is compre-
hensive enough to facilitate and manage the interactions.

2 Knowledge Produced in Intervention
Research

In the first part, we presented the modalities of construction of an
intervention research procedure. In short, it is a matter of drawing
from the continuous interactions between researchers and practi-
tioners. These interactions allow the researchers to intervene explic-
itly in the project of the organization, in order to encourage, via the
“ongoing” construction of the common project, the development of
practitioners” actions and the production of knowledge. At present,
the contribution of this interactionist conception of intervention
research for the production of publishable knowledge, and knowl-
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Figure 3
Categaries of knowledge produced over the
course of an intervention research

Meta-knowledge about the

edge that can be appropriated by practitioners, should be studied in
greater detail. We thus first will examine the different forms of
knowledge likely to be produced over the course of this process
(sec. 2.1), and then will debate their status and legitimization (sec.
2.2). In particular, we will show why and how this principle of
“ongoing” construction proves to be consistent with a constructivist
conception of knowledge.

2.1 Knowledge Produced by and for the Researcher/Practitioner
System

Although these are highly entwined, we can identify three broad
categories of knowledge likely to be produced over the course of
intervention research.

The first category (cf. fig. 3) consists of knowledge related to
the answers (processes and results) required by the “local” organi-
zation’s projects (the CICOR, in our example), that is, by the unit
mainly affected by the intervention, knowing that this unit can
never be totally isolated from the overall organization. This knowl-
edge, which is collectively constructed, focuses on actors as indi-
viduals and as groups, on the context of the unit under con-
sideration, on the changes which were finally introduced (processes
or new organizational methods put in place, etc.), and on the diffi-
culties that have been encountered and the way in which they were
managed. In a way, these constitute the project as it was designed
and then transformed over time and over the course of interactions.

In the CICOR, for example, one of the projects was the co-
construction of the SDAR by the directors of all the units present in
the region. At the beginning of the intervention, we realized that the
directors of these various units, although they were geographically
close and came from the same company and sometimes even from

“"Local” knowledge
{relating to the project of the
“local” organization)

Iitervention

overall organization

"Publishable" knowledge on
organizations “in general”
(relating to the research project)
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the same division, knew little of the goals, issues, or even the activi-
ties of some of the other units. They were not even aware of this
mutual ignorance. The researchers’ intervention helped make this
fact more explicit, and encouraged awareness. From then on,
mutual knowledge of issues, context, and problems became indis-
pensable in the eyes of the practitioners—they had to get to know
each other in order to act together. The collective process of produc-
tion of knowledge was set in motion.

The second category of knowledge likely to be produced in
intervention research is somewhat symmetrical with the first (cf. fig.
3), since it concerns knowledge produced by researchers in reference
to their scientific research project. To be brief, we call it “publish-
able” knowledge. For example, the intervention research project
carried out in the CICOR allowed us to have greater insight into the
problems related to the co-design and co-management of collective
projects, problems which we had already studied before in other
contexts, and which formed one of the motives behind our involve-
ment in this intervention research. Namely, we realized that, in
organizations where there is no tradition of cooperative behavior as
was the case in the CICOR, “co-management of co-designed pro-
jects” constitutes more an ideal type toward which it may seem
judicious to go than an effective work situation. The actors’ diffi-
culty in involving themselves in this type of logic, their reluctance
to share (and so to disclose information about themselves and their
strategies), the influence of the “old guard” and power games were
all phenomena which make the implementation of project co-
management very difficult. This experience then lead us to propose,
for organizations where a culture of cooperation does not exist a
priori, a sort of transition phase in which project design would be
realized in a collective manner by the actors directly concerned by
the project, and where implementation would be carried out, not
through co-management, but under the responsibility of a project
manager who could ensure that the major project decisions are
made in conjunction with the actors directly affected by the project.
This intervention also prompted us to think about the multiple roles
that animation might play as well as the position of the animator in
this type of setting, and also about the close ties that this animation
requires with the various evaluation processes in existence.™
Another research theme highlighted by this intervention revolves

"

around the role of “objects that mediate” in a collective conception
process, a concept already well known in the design sciences.
Animating a co-design process rests on the construction of tools
(schemas, models, charts, etc.) that help initiate and bring to life the
interaction between the various parties involved, and help carry out
the project which brings them together.” In our example, rather than
raising the problem of the units” mutual ignorance verbally during
a general meeting, we asked all the unit directors to personally fill
in a table showing how, in their opinion, each unit in the region
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stood relative to the company’s strategic issues in the region. The
immediate graphic display of inconsistencies in perception was
obvious from the way the table was filled out, and this instantly
activated the directors’ awareness of their mutual ignorance. This
table thus played the role of an “object that mediates,” as it helped
to construct this awareness.

The SDAR constitutes, in itself, another example of an
“object that mediates.” Its co-design “can be seen as a “facilitating
process...devised with the goal of permanently establishing inter-

"3

unit strategic action.” ™ In other words, the synergy created at the

time of the co-design of the SDAR (such as the “development of
actors’ mutual knowledge,” “identification of their common inter-
ests,” “learning to work collectively”) is likely to favor a certain
continuity of inter-unit strategic action beyond the SDAR itself.

This intervention research also brought out, in an unex-
pected manner, a reflection on the role and place of time in strategic
action. Notably, this reflection led to the introduction of the concept
of “rhythm” in strategy, and to the study of its possible contribu-
tions to the conception of strategic processes.™

Lastly, the researchers’ involvement in an intervention
research project is also an opportunity for the latter to expand their
knowledge of this type of method, and to develop know-how in
negotiation and animation. This knowledge may not be “publish-
able” right away. It may not be directly linked to the initial research
project right away. But it constitutes a skill which the researchers
can then put to good use during new intervention research projects,
for example.

The third and last category concerns knowledge constructed
over the course of the research process about the overall organiza-
tion, in which the unit directly involved in the intervention research
project evolves. We call this meta-knowledge about the organiza-
tion. This knowledge is likely to be useful to other members of the
overall organization besides those parties involved in the research
intervention project. For example, the CICOR project raised a cer-
tain number of questions on the company’s modes of operation.
How can the units be coaxed to involve themselves in a strategic
activity transverse to the local level, when most of the management
tools are still devised in a vertical perspective?

These three categories of knowledge are deeply interwoven.
This linkage occurs because the local organization cannot be totally
isolated from the overall organization, and because knowledge is
not produced uniquely by the researchers for the practitioners, but
by and for the practitioner/researcher system. Thus, for example,
knowledge related to the local organization’s project is built with
reference to available meta-knowledge on the overall organization,
while also being influenced by the project of the research team
which, in turn, affects the way the studied phenomena are regarded.
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The fertility of this method follows from the entanglement of
the processes of knowledge production, which offer multiple learn-
ing opportunities. This entanglement favors the emergence of new
knowledge, some which is expected (produced, for example, when
preexisting tools are put to the test), and some of which is unex-
pected (refer to the example on the “rhythms of strategy” brought
up before), because “meaning is constructed partly during the inter-

"

action.” " It facilitates the appropriation of emerging knowledge
(and of preexisting knowledge, of course) by researchers and prac-
titioners. It creates favorable conditions for the appropriation of
theoretical knowledge by the practitioners, knowledge which is
produced by the researchers. This knowledge is not presented in
abstracto, but produced in relation to the concerns of the practition-
ers. And reciprocally, it creates conditions which are favorable to the
appropriation by researchers of knowledge relating to the organiza-
tion (its aims, its modes of operation, its modes of reflection and
action, etc.), this knowledge being likely to stimulate their reflection.

2.2 How Can the Produced Knowledge Be Legitimized?

It has already been argued* that knowledge produced in an inter-
vention research project cannot be legitimized in positivist episte-
mologies due to the perturbations that researchers’ intervention
introduce into the phenomenon they study. On the other hand, it
appears legitimate in constructivist epistemologies. This knowledge
cannot then have the status of truth (in the sense of positivism, i.e.
of absolute truth). It has the status of plausible hypothesis.™ How-
ever, the status of plausible hypothesis does not seem to us to result
only from the research method used, but rather to be fundamentally
tied to the scientific domain under consideration, that of manage-
ment science. Like the design sciences, the study of organizational
phenomena belongs to the “Sciences of the Artificial,” as defined by
Herbert Simon in 1969, in which intentionality plays an important
role, and not to the “natural sciences.” That is why positivist postu-
lates prove to be generally unfit for the study of these phenomena.™
The proposals put forward by research in management science
cannot then pretend to objectively point out what the organizations
they are directed at should necessarily be doing. Their aim is, rather,
to enlighten and stimulate the creative thinking of practitioners,
which should be anchored in the contingency of the particular
circumstances of their organization.

Furthermore, the principle of the “ongeing” construction of
an intervention research project (sec. 1.2) is consistent with a con-
structivist conception of knowledge.™ Rather than aiming at the
discovery of a supposedly hidden preexisting reality, it is a matter
of constructing adequate representations of phenomena, validated
by experience; of constructing intelligibility with the goal of inten-
tional intervention in the phenomena.
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As such, the idea that the units involved in inter-unit strate-
gic action could change over time did not exist in the CICOR prior
to the intervention (neither in the region under concern nor in other
French regions). It emerged progressively over the course of the
intervention and cannot constitute an “absolute truth.” It proposes
an intelligible and plausible mode of operation, which seems rele-
vant in the region considered but would not necessarily be so in
other contexts. We noticed this phenomenon very clearly since we
carried out a similar intervention research project in another CICOR
at the same time. The initial research, the local units’ projects, and
the way the intervention research projects were negotiated were the
same, but they progressed in fundamentally different contexts (the
culture and personality of practitioners, and the different geo-
graphic, social, economic, and political environments of the two
regions concerned). The idea that inter-unit strategic action have the
possibility of changing over time, which emerged in one, did not
seem relevant in the other.

Knowledge on the local unit’s project (category 1 of sec. 2.1)
essentially consists in recording a necessarily selective and interpre-
tive reading of the progression of the intervention research project.
This record consists only of what, at a certain moment, seemed of
interest to the researcher/practitioner system. We also are aware of
not having kept track of all the discussions and all the exchanges
between and with the various practitioners concerned. For even if
one had wanted to, one would not have been able to.

As to meta-knowledge on the overall organization, it is
expressed as plausible hypotheses on what guides or influences the
behavior, modes of action, etc., within the organization. It can be
used to elaborate propositions of action in concrete terms. Thus, we
interpreted the weak a priori involvement of the unit directors in the
collective conception of an SDAR as being linked to the culture of
compartmentalization which still reigns within the group, and to
the fact that inter-unit cooperative behavior is not taken into
account in the personal evaluation of these persons. On the basis of
this interpretation, various modifications of the evaluation process
of unit directors can be suggested.

Lastly, management science traditionally is considered an
action science. We have just discussed the issue of the scientific
legitimization of knowledge produced during an intervention
research project. But can there be scientific legitimization without
practical or pragmatic legitimization? In the action sciences the
research method and the knowledge it produces only become legit-
imate when they are of interest for practitioners. Knowledge relat-
ing to the local unit’s project and to the overall organization put
forward by researchers only becomes legitimate if practitioners
agree with the researchers’ interpretations. The intervention process
itself only becomes legitimate from the moment it permits response
to the concerns of the organization. Its legitimacy thus, is funda-
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mentally linked to the research project as well as to the context and
conditions in which the organization’s project unfolds. In the frame-
work of the CICOR, for example, the animators of the SDAR elabo-
ration process were mainly trying to devise processes that would
facilitate the progressive and collective construction of a common
project, with reference to an appropriate theoretical framework. The
animators of the SDAR elaboration process felt that the framework
and the intervention process that we proposed were adapted to
their concerns.

Conclusion

Intervention research is a method which can be extremely fertile in
developing “publishable” knowledge in management science, when
this is viewed as a science which engineers (rather than analyzes)
socio-economic organizations. Its fertility also results from the fact
that it facilitates the appropriation and use of some of this knowl-
edge by practitioners. This clearly supposes that researchers have
the project of producing both “actionable” and “publishable”
knowledge. However, recourse to this type of method cannot auto-
matically guarantee that knowledge will be produced (in particular,
“publishable” knowledge). Moreover, this experience showed that
the same general method, implemented with reference to the same
initial projects but in different contexts, can lead to very different
results and intervention processes.

These properties are directly linked to the conception of
intervention research discussed in this article. Knowledge, like inter-
vention, is constructed in an “ongoing” way, requiring constant
vigilance on the various processes at work and continual interroga-
tion on the meaning of the actions carried out. In this framework, an
intervention research project cannot consist in the implementation
of a solution predefined by the researchers or the practitioners. Nor
can it conform to a specifically coded method, for fear of obstruct-
ing the ingenuity of the actors concerned,” and discouraging
researchers to pursue the essential activity of intervention research:
to question the meaning of their action.
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