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This workshop is about ‘designing with a positive lens’. In this respect, ‘positive’ refers to any collaborative effort to create humanly satisfying, sustainable and innovative organizations. A positive lens is urgently needed because organizational underachievement, lost opportunities, broken trust and dysfunction can be observed in many organizations, in every industry and on every continent. This short research statement focuses on the importance of boundary objects shared by practitioners and academics that engage in collaborative design projects.
In general, ‘boundary objects’ appear to be important in collaborative settings. They serve as intermediary artifacts that allow people with diverse interests (e.g. scholars and practitioners) to raise issues and meanings and explore possible actions (Boland and Collopy 2004). I have a particular interest in developing boundary objects as intermediary objects in practitioner-academic projects in which some participants are primarily seeking description, explanation and prediction of what is, whereas others (e.g. managers) are asking what could be (cf. Simon 1996). These internal epistemic differences and language barriers undermine the effectiveness of many practitioner-academic projects (e.g. Rynes, Bartunek and Daft 2001).

Following Schein (1987: 29), I believe a collaborative design project “begins with the assumption that one cannot understand a human system without trying to change it” (see also Starbuck 2003). To support interventions in a variety of organizational settings, we have engaged in developing so-called design propositions (or rules) as boundary objects. Design propositions typically come in the form of a set of related propositions. The idea is that such a set of design propositions is developed by testing these propositions in authentic pragmatic settings (to find out whether they ‘work’) as well as grounding them in research findings (to explain how and why they work) – see Romme (2003a) for more details. In this respect, design propositions connect the worlds of theoretical and practical significance, that is, internal/external versus pragmatic validity (cf. Worren et al. 2002). 
For example, we have developed and tested principles and propositions for building a circular organization (Romme and Endenburg 2005), creating experience-based learning environments (Romme 2003b), and assessing student performance on authentic business projects (Van Noort and Romme 2005). These design projects suggest that the process of uncovering and codifying design propositions tends to produce a deeper understanding of organizational systems and practices. Apparently, without codifying design knowledge into design propositions (or rules), there is no way one can ground this knowledge in organization science – essential to any science-based approach to design (Baligh, Burton and Obel 1996). We have also observed that design propositions tend to facilitate the transfer of learning outcomes between different projects and sites drawing on similar propositions. Finally, in testing and developing propositions experimentation and implementation failures tend to be much more helpful in advancing these propositions than successes (e.g. Romme and Endenburg 2005).

Most organizational researchers now seem to accept, as an axiom or mantra, that their field is pluralistic and fragmented by nature. A propositional approach toward science-based design can possibly provide an integrative epistemology that acknowledges and ties together fundamentally different epistemic traditions in our field (e.g. positivism, social constructivism, and pragmatism). Warfield (1994) has done some generic work in this area.


Figure 1 provides an (idealized) image of organization studies as a science of design. It includes organizational research as an analytically tough body of knowledge that informs design activities by people in and around organizations. Some of the designs that result or emerge get tested and implemented in practice – successfully or not. Moreover, unintended or unforeseen problems and consequences arising in practice tend to evoke adaptations in the initial designs or may cause design activity to abandon the initial ideas and switch toward entirely different design solutions. Finally, the conditions, processes and outcomes of these practised designs then serve as the empirical base of organization research. Moreover, the deeper understanding produced by researchers may directly affect practice, particularly in terms of improving the functioning and performance of existing practice. This idealized image of what organization studies ‘could become’ raises a number of questions:
· How do we prepare and train students for key roles in collaborative design projects (be it as scholars or as professional practitioners)?
· In addition to design propositions and rules, what kind of other (symbolic or physical) boundary objects are critical in these projects? How do these boundary objects relate to design methodology (incl. design propositions)?
· Is a systematic focus on design propositions feasible in view of the intervention culture prevailing among managers and management consultants, who tend to “favor shotgun approaches” that combine multiple interventions in the hope that something will work (Offerman and Spiros 2001: 376)? As organizational researchers, do we need to be very selective in teaming up with those executives that share a set of values and ideas regarding design?
· Is an integrative epistemology, as suggested above, feasible in organization research – given the institutional barriers between the various subcommunities in organization studies that need to be overcome? What kind of institutional, cultural and educational changes would facilitate the development and exploitation of such a ‘trading zone’ between academia and professional practice? 
Figure 1:   Toward Research-Based Design
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