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DIALOGUE

Theory and practice in dis-harmony? Toward a praxis
ecosystem approach to the public administration and
management discipline and profession

Stephen P. Osbornea, Tie Cuib, Katharine Aultonc, and Joanne Macfarlanec

aChair in International Public Management and Director of the Centre for Service Excellence, University
of Edinburgh Business School, Scotland; bStrategy and Digital Innovation, The Business School,
Edinburgh Napier University, Scotland; cCentre for Service Excellence, University of Edinburgh Business
School, Scotland

ABSTRACT
This paper explores the interactions between theory and practice
and between discipline and profession in the public administration
and management community. It argues that it is unhelpful to seek
hegemony for either concept or domain in these dyads. Rather it
argues for a praxis ecosystem approach that explores the interac-
tions between these elements. It argues that tension and conflict
within the praxis ecosystem is natural and to be expected—and may
well drive forward both theory and practice and the discipline and
profession. The key task with the ecosystem is thus to govern these
tensions rather than seek to eradicate them. It ends by exploring
what this approach means in practice for praxis ecosystems.

KEYWORDS
Ecosystems; practice;
praxis; theory

Introduction

Public administration and management (PAM), like many academic fields of study, is
preoccupied with two inter-locked sets of tensions: those between theory and practice
and those between discipline and profession. These tensions are the subject of this
paper. Other approaches, discussed below, have sought to resolve them, by seeking
hegemony for one or other of them. Our argument is different. Rather we argue that
these frictions are entirely natural and indeed are essential to the development of the
PAM research and practice communities. Subsequently we offer the praxis ecosystem as
a framework through which to understand and mediate them.
Our paper begins by exploring the tensions between discipline and profession and

between theory and practice within PAM and by considering the outcomes of these ten-
sions. It argues that the simple resolution of these tensions is neither possible nor desir-
able. As an alternative it evolves a model of the praxis ecosystem within which these
tensions coexist. Such coexistence within the praxis ecosystem offers the potential for
the creative evolution of PAM. However the possibility that this coexistence can also
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lead to deleterious outcomes is ever-present. Thus the key task within the praxis ecosys-
tem is not to seek the hegemony, either of discipline or profession or of theory or prac-
tice. Rather it is the governance of these tensions to maximize their creative potential
and minimize their destructive potential. In conclusion, our paper offers an example of
this praxis ecosystem in practice and discusses its implications for theory and practice.

Current state of play

PAM as a discipline and profession

An academic discipline claims authority over a segment of knowledge and is committed
to theory building (Van de Ven & Johnson, 2006), whilst a profession is “the habitual
and judicious use of communication, knowledge, technical skills, clinical reasoning,
emotions, values, and reflection in daily practice for the benefit of the individual and
community being served.” (Epstein & Hundert, 2002). The tension between PAM as a
discipline and a profession has long been at the heart of the evolution of PAM. This
was crystallized in the 1952 “Simon—Waldo” debates (Harmon, 1989). Simon, in his
treatise on administrative science (Simon, 1947), argued for the focus to be upon the
evolution of discipline-based theory that is consensual and that contributes to the evolu-
tion of the social sciences (Raadschelders, 2019). Waldo, by contrast, argued for the evo-
lution of PAM as a profession, with a focus upon the craft of application (Waldo, 1948;
see also Marini, 1993).
Harmon (1989) considered the debates between Simon and Waldo as “a draw,” with

the disputation continuing into the twenty-first century—and showing no sign of abat-
ing (e.g., Chijioke, Ikechukwu, & Aloysius, 2021; Van der Waldt, 2016). In a key paper,
Dubnick (2018) has argued that the divide between “those that favor the practice [of
PAM] and those who adhere to the discipline is growing with both sides entrenching
into their own academic communities.” He subsequently argued for a resolution of this
dyadic approach within PAM by its scholars engaging with “the formative discourses of
the social sciences”—though it is not entirely clear how this resolution would emerge.

Theory and practice in PAM

Cross-cutting the above relationship between discipline and profession in PAM is that
between theory and practice. In this context, theory is denoted as “a set of assumptions
claiming to offer an interpretation of a phenomenon” (Starke Jr., 2018), whilst practice
is the application of knowledge within a professional setting (Chaiklin & Lave, 1993).
Here, there is an enduring consideration of the extent to which PAM theory can, or
even should, underpin effective professional practice by public administrators and man-
agers. The relationship between theory and practice is contested. Some critics have
maintained that theory is essential to provide a framework for effective PAM practice,
as a process of sense making through research, whilst others have argued that there
continues to be a significant disconnect between PAM theory as an essential component
of the academic discipline and PAM as a field of professional practice (Walker,
Chandra, Zhang, & Witteloostuijn, 2019).
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Theory, practice, discipline and profession in interaction

On the research and theory-oriented side of PAM, the debate concerns how to ensure
its future as an academic discipline within the social sciences and on the basis of know-
ledge derived from research (e.g., Barzelay & Thompson, 2010; Wright, 2015). From
this perspective the requirement of PAM to have direct relevance to practice is a brake
on the evolution of research-based knowledge—and thence of the discipline. Meier
(2015), for example, has lamented that too much PAM scholarship is concerned with
practical problems and too little with theory building, with the former constraining the
development of the latter. He concluded that:

Much of the time of public administration scholars is devoted to training individuals for
practice or contributing directly to government programs by offering advice or doing
applied research rather than producing… scientific scholarship… Public administration
faces its own version of bounded rationality constrained by limited resources and problems
that are not amenable to quick and final solutions. (Meier, 2015, p. 21)

In contrast, O’Leary, Van Slyke, and Kim (2011) opined that the key debate at the
2011 Minnowbrook Conference was whether public administration “had any relevance to
life outside the ivory tower,” and how such relevance could be advanced.
Little consensus has emerged in this debate. Thus Van der Waldt (2017) has argued

that theory is an essential precursor for good practice and for the evolution of the PAM
profession. In contrast, Mitchell (2018) has argued that there is a “substantial dis-
connect” between theory and practice in PAM. Consequently, he argued for a reorienta-
tion of PAM away from a pre-occupation with theory and to become led by practice
and by the profession.1

A linked but distinct argument emerged in the Minnowbrook at 50 Conference in the
US in 2018. This is that PAM theory wants to be relevant to practice but currently fails
in this attempt:

The study of public administration is increasingly characterized by compartmentalization,
institutional incentives that do not reward practitioner relevance, rigid and narrow
definitions of productivity, and methodological sophistication—all of which discourage
scholarly risk taking, creativity, and innovation, and make research less interesting and
informative to practitioners. Practitioners lack the resources, time, and motivation to access
research trapped behind paywalls, and scholars who want to communicate their research
more broadly are limited in their options. Finally, perhaps because of a desire to remain
politically neutral, public administration professional associations are largely invisible in
political debates, creating another barrier to reaching important audiences. (Nabatchi &
Carboni, 2019, p. 23)

Pettigrew (2005), Head (2010) and Taylor, Torugsa, and Arundel (2018) have all
made similar arguments for a practice-centred perspective within the PAM community,
with Head in particular calling for PAM research and theory to pay more attention to
real-world challenges rather than to theory building. Drawing on Schon (1983), Head
argued that that improved engagement with practice “will enable researchers to navigate
better the ‘swamp’ of complex and wicked problems, rather than be content with the-
ory-building on the ‘high ground’.”

1A more nuanced version of this debate is about whether PAM should be led by practitioners or by ‘the public’ (Azfar
Nisar, 2020; Reed 98 2021).
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Interim conclusions

This brief review has shown PAM as existing at the cusp of two inter-twined tensions—
between theory and practice and between discipline and profession. Despite iterative
attempts during the second half of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first cen-
tury, little progress has been made in resolving these dyadic counter-positions.
Underpinning these tensions has been an epistemological one between the scientific
positivist and social constructivist perspectives on PAM research and theory: the former
being traditionally reliant on detached scientific evaluations and theory building
(Whetsell & Shields, 2015), while the latter proposes to explore the PAM practice from
insiders’ and practitioners’ perspectives (Hay, 2011). Finally, the evolution both of
“practice-based studies” and “practice –based theorizing” in the broader organization
studies literature has also challenged this dichotomy and has promoted the argument
for practice as a key driver of theory rather than being in dyadic opposition to it (e.g.,
Gheradi, 2019).
These perspectives are brought together in Table 1. This explores the tensions

between PAM as a discipline and a profession (domain) and between building theory
and informing practice (mode). These tensions offer the potential for the generation of
four different types of information (knowledge). First, as a discipline PAM can lead to
knowledge as formal theory building, seen as an end in its own right. This might be
through positivist research that is the basis of the “scientific method” (Van der Waldt,
2017) or through postmodern and social constructivist approaches to PAM (for
example, Ospina & Dodge, 2005, Miller & Fox, 2007, Guy & Mastracci, 2018). It can
also derive from attempts to understand positivism from a postmodern or social con-
structivist perspective (Ryan, 2015).
Second, PAM can also build itself as an academic discipline but with greater

emphasis on this discipline as generating knowledge and theory from empirical
research—but with the explicit aim of informing and/or improving practice, through
practice-based studies. These seek to unlock the “sticky knowledge” and expertise of
practitioners (Gheradi, 2019). This is the territory of Head’s (2010) call, above, for prac-
tice-based research and theory that will enhance the achievement of the aspirations of
public policy. A good example of the former is Potter et al. (2006) exploration of prac-
tice-based research and theory for public health.
Third, and moving to the domain of PAM as a profession, this may still lead to the-

ory building, but on the basis of knowledge derived from practice-based research and
through practice-based theorizing. Gherardi (2000), along with other writers (for
example, Raelin, 2007, Geiger, 2009), has distinguished between practice as a locus for

Table 1. The domains and modes of PAM and their knowledge outcomes.

PAM domain/mode

Domain – PAM as…

A discipline A profession

Mode – purpose of
PAM as…

Theory building Quadrant I Formal
theory building

Quadrant III Practice-
based theorizing

Informing practice Quadrant II Practice-
based studies

Quadrant IV Professional
guidelines and
standards/
Reflective practice
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empirical work that may ultimately lead to formal theoretical development
(i.e., practice-based studies) and practice-based theorizing. This latter case is where
“practice,” rather than “actors” or “institutions,” is the focus for research and theory. A
good example of such practice-based theorizing is Fuglsang’s (2021) work on the practi-
ces of innovation in public services.
Fourth, and finally, PAM as a profession may eschew theory-building in its entir-

ety and instead focus upon using practice-based knowledge to improve professional
practice. This can occur in two ways. On the one hand it can be through the devel-
opment of professional standards and guidelines that are based upon professional
experience (Sarker et al., 2018). This might cover, for example, such cross-cutting
issues as ethical standards for public office holders (Svara, 2014, Committee on
Standards in Public Life, 2021). On the other hand, it can be through the develop-
ment of the reflective practitioner who evolves their practice by exposure to practice-
based research and theory (Cook-Sather, 2015, Glennon, Hodgkinson, &
Knowles, 2019).
Table 1 thus brings together these domains and modes of PAM, and the forms of

knowledge that they can generate. As is apparent from our prior discussion, there are
weighty debates about the tensions between these domains, modes and forms of know-
ledge within PAM and how to resolve them. However, it is not our intention here to
resolve them. Rather, our purpose is entirely the opposite. It is to argue that the tripar-
tite tensions between theory and practice, between disciplinary and professional aspira-
tions, and between the different forms of knowledge that they generate, are entirely
normal and healthy for a vibrant discipline and profession such as PAM. They are
found equally in similar academic and professional fields that lie at the cusp of theory
and practice, such as medicine (e.g., Alderson, 1998, Rogers & Hutchison, 2017) or
architecture (Hubbard, 1995, Suoranta, Aura, & Katainen, 2002). The core disciplinary/
professional task is not to resolve these tensions away but rather is one of governance.
It is to mediate these tensions and relationships and to develop both the discipline and
the profession through such mediation.
This is not to say that such governance will always have positive results. It may also

lead to destructive and damaging relationships where researchers/theorists and practi-
tioners ‘retreat to their own corners,’ in despair at the other side. Consequently and
subsequently, we offer a praxis ecosystem framework to understand the interaction and
governance of these tensions. Such an approach, we argue, is most likely to optimize
the creative capacity of these tensions and minimize, if not eliminate, their destruc-
tive potential.

Praxis

Praxis posits a dynamic relationship between theory and practice. In a seminal paper,
Jun (1994) argued that “practice” can take place without an individual employing any
type of critical consciousness. “Praxis,” however, requires “a reflexive, critical conscious-
ness to discover and create future possibilities.” Thus, praxis

… can be defined as human activity in which an individual uses a reflexive consciousness.
In praxis, action requires critical consciousness. Only humans as conscious beings, are able
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to relate to themselves and the world reflexively, that is, to reflect, analyse, foresee, and
decide their course of action. (Jun, 1994, p. 202)

Praxis thus requires both the development of a sound body of disciplinary theory
that is relevant to practice and a commitment from the profession to engaging with
such theory as a basis for professional practice.
Subsequent writers have emphasized that the achievement of praxis is not easy.

Zanetti (1997), for example, has argued for praxis as a core element of PAM as a discip-
line and a profession. However she has also contended that the “scientific” theory-build-
ing fixations of PAM as a discipline have hindered the effective evolution of praxis
across PAM as a discipline and profession—a position subsequently articulated and
developed by other writers (e.g., Bushouse & Sowa, 2012).
Our position, as discussed above, is that there are indeed inevitable tensions both

between theory and practice and between discipline and profession. However, it is both
incorrect and unnecessary to reduce these tensions to simple linear dyadic oppositions.
Instead, we argue for an ecosystem approach that understands how theory, practice and
praxis co-exist, conflict and evolve. Theory and practice do indeed have their own
spaces, where the other can be an unwelcome or reluctant guest. Equally both can inter-
act, if with friction. Similarly the discipline and profession of PAM can have different
trajectories—but arguably both require the other to enhance their legitimacy. Effective
praxis evolves at the interface of this interaction where the necessity of, and tension
between, theory and practice is recognized by both discipline and profession in the gen-
eration and use of knowledge. Echoing Giddens (1984), we see this relationship as fluid
and contestable, where multiple versions of theory and practice can coexist as praxis
evolves. This occurs within the praxis ecosystem.

The praxis ecosystem

Ecosystem approaches

The metaphor of the “ecosystem” has become a prevalent one in contemporary manage-
ment theory, for example in strategic management (Adner, 2017), innovation studies
(Granstrand & Holgersson, 2020), and service marketing and management (Vargo,
Akaka, & Vaughan, 2017). All draw upon the metaphor of dynamic, interactive and
self-sustaining ecological ecosystems, first developed by Tansley (1935), to understand
complex ecological environments.
Figure 1 offers a stylized example of an ecological ecosystem where living and non-

living elements co-exist and are dependent upon each other. The sun and the weather
elements, for example, are necessary for plants to grow—which themselves are necessary
for rabbits to eat and thrive. Elements of the ecosystem may prey on each other—but
their continued existence as part of the ecosystem is essential to its sustainability. An
ecosystem, if self-balancing, is hence not always harmonious. The hunting bird may
hunt small rodents, for example. These rodents for their part are reliant upon the con-
sumption of insects or vegetative matter in the ecosystem, in order to survive and
thrive. In turn the carcasses of these small rodents are also necessary for the essential
bacteriological growth and evolution that is essential to sustain plant life within the eco-
system. Providing that the ecosystem does not become unbalanced (such as by the
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hunting bird eradicating all rodents within it or through outside intervention), it is
self-sustaining.

The public service ecosystem (PSE)

Within PAM theory, systemic approaches have a long history (Knapp, 1984), and con-
text has also been an enduring pre-occupation (Pollitt, 2013). These are important ele-
ments of the ecosystem approach, but this approach goes further—both to explore the
interplay of context and system and to examine this interplay across differing levels of
the ecosystem. Strokosch and Osborne (2020; see also Petrescu, 2019, Leite &
Hodgkinson, 2021) offered an empirical exploration of PSEs and concluded that they

…move us beyond the transactional and linear approach associated with [the New Public
Management], towards a relational model where value is shaped by the interplay between
all of these dimensions and not least by the wider societal context and the values that
underpin it. (p. 436)

Rossi and Tuurnas (2021) have subsequently argued that PSEs reveal the complexity
of value creation conflicts, whilst Kinder, Six, Stenvall, and Memon (2022) and Kinder,
Stenvall, Six, and Memon (2021) have explored learning and leadership within them
and argued that PSEs have now replaced networks as the most persuasive framework
for understanding public service delivery. Finally Osborne, Nasi, and Powell (2021) and
Cui and Osborne (2022) have explored respectively the elements of value and value cre-
ation and of value destruction within PSEs.
The most evolved model of the PSE is probably that of Osborne, Powell, Cui, and

Strokosch (2022), from a value creation perspective. They present a heuristic of the PSE
over four interacting level: the macro-level of societal values, rules and norms, the
meso-level of organizational actors, networks and norms/processes, the micro-level of

Figure 1. The ecological ecosystem.
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the individual actors in public service delivery, and the sub-micro-level of individual/
professional beliefs and values.
Our argument is that, just as the ecosystem is an effective heuristic for understanding

and engaging with the complexities of public service delivery, it is also effective in pro-
moting the understanding of the relationships and tensions both between discipline and
profession and between theory and practice in PAM. At the heart of these tensions is
the role of knowledge.

Exploring the praxis ecosystem

Our praxis ecosystem is presented in Figure 2. Like the PSE, it comprises four levels,
though we denote them slightly differently. The meta-level comprises the social science
disciplines that PAM draws upon—they are essential for knowledge to exist within the
praxis ecosystem but are often invisible to the naked eye. The New Public Management,
for example, drew upon both political theory, in the form of Public Choice theory, and
management theory, in the form of Principal—Agent theory (Ferlie, 2017), whilst
behavioral public administration draws strongly on the discipline of social psychology
(Grimmelikhuijsen, Asmus, Olsen, & Tummers, 2017). Nor is the relationship one-way.
The theoretical elaboration of Public Service Logic has enriched the understanding of
the conceptualization of “value” in one of its root disciplines—service management and
marketing (Osborne, 2021).
The macro-level of our praxis ecosystem comprise the complex and diverse world of

PAM theory. This focal theory is at the nexus between the disciplinary theory and the

Figure 2. The praxis ecosystem.
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world of public service delivery and professional practice. It can enrich, and be
enriched, by both (Quadrants I and III in Table 1). PAM theory can enhance practice
through sense making, by offering reflective practitioners concepts and tools through
which to understand and engage with their practice, whilst practice can offer a locus in
which the empirical work that drives PAM theory development can take place
(Quadrants II and IV in Table 1). Theory and practice on performance management
within public service organizations (PSOs), for example, has evolved through this cre-
ative tension (Van Dooren, Bouckaert, & Halligan, 2015). Equally though this tension
can be destructive and lead to a breakdown between theory and practice, as Mitchell
(2018) has argued in the case of strategic management.
Our third level of our praxis ecosystem is the meso-level level of actually existing pub-

lic services and PSOs, and where the professional practice/craft of PAM is enacted. As
discussed above, it is also where empirical research is conducted. These elements often
interact each other. As noted above, this level can provide the empirical context that
can drive both formal theory making and practice-based theorizing. It can also be the
environment where reflective practitioners take theory into practice to enhance this
practice. It is important to note that this level comprises the loci both of public service
delivery and of professional practice. This level is thus the nexus where discipline and
profession and theory and practice interact and which interaction can evolve new forms
and uses of knowledge.
Finally, the fourth level of our ecosystem is the micro-level. This comprises the beliefs

and values of all within the ecosystem—researchers, theorists and practitioners. These
personal and professional beliefs and values will enable and constrain not only their
actions as researchers, theorists and/or practitioners, but also their interactions. If prac-
titioners believe that PAM theory is a distant and unrelated activity to the practice of
PAM this will alienate their relationships with both empirical research, and with extant
PAM theory. Similarly, if researchers believe that their prime duty is to evolve a coher-
ent body of disciplinary knowledge, irrespective of its utility for/relationship to practice,
then this will condition how they engage with practice (or not!).
This level of the ecosystem will also include institutional and societal beliefs about

the role and purpose of research and professional practice. These institutional level
beliefs can structure and/or constrain the relationships between theory and practice.
This might be by defining what are considered “appropriate” outlets for the disciplinary
outcomes of research work and/or by structuring the processes through which practi-
tioners can access this work. This point is explored further, below.

Discussion: advantages and challenges of the praxis ecosystem approach

Our approach to the praxis ecosystem in PAM, in wanting to explore the complexity
and nuances of praxis rather than reducing it to dualities, is not a lone voice.
McDonald III (2018), for example, has argued for the necessity of embracing the inter-
relationship of PAM theory and practice rather than reducing it to a duality, whilst
Elias (2020) has argued for phenomenology as an approach through which to bridge
theory and practice. Both argue that this more nuanced approach will provide a bridge
between the domains of the discipline and profession. The unique contribution of our
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approach is to provide a framework and heuristic through which to explore these myr-
iad relationships/tensions, rather than presenting them as purely dyadic. It also situates
the evolution of PAM knowledge within these tensions.
This approach has, we believe, significant advantages. We would highlight six in par-

ticular. First, to reiterate, it offers an integrated “praxis” framework, exploring not only
the inter-reaction and inter-relationship between theory and practice, but also their rela-
tionships with other relevant concepts, such as discipline and profession, (empirical)
research, knowledge creation, and beliefs/values. Upwardly, for example, it allows the
exploration of the relationship of PAM theory to its disciplinary bases. Downwardly, it
also allows the exploration of its relationship to the empirical research from which it
has evolved, to professional practice and to the micro-beliefs/values of the key actors
within the praxis ecosystem.
Second, and notwithstanding Head (2010) and colleagues, this approach moves

beyond the linear and uni-directional “practice-centred” perspective, and highlights
rather the inter-action between theory and practice and between discipline and profes-
sion. Not only can theory respond to and be derived from practice (Huxham &
Hibbert, 2011), but theory can also inform practice—such as through the development
of reflective practitioners by their exposure to theory in education and training (Cook-
Sather, 2015; Glennon et al., 2019). In this sense it can lead to range of the knowledge
outcomes identified in Table 1. Similarly, this approach asks questions about the rela-
tionship between the discipline and the profession: is the PAM discipline solely con-
cerned with theory building or should this theory be focused on enhancing professional
practice? It does not provide an answer to these questions, but rather a framework
within which to situate and explore them.
Third, it allows the exploration both of values and of the emotional dimension as

core elements of theory and practice. This is through its acknowledgement of the role
of values as the micro-level of PAM, and as a legitimate element of the discipline and
profession. Thus, Mastracci, Newman, and Guy (2010) and Guy and Mastracci (2018)
have argued, for example, that emotions and the affect are an essential though often
ignored element of PAM theory. PAM theory cannot be fully developed, they argued, if
it ignores “the emotive dimension to living, loving, working, engaging, experiencing,
deciding, suffering, and enjoying” (Guy & Mastracci, 2018, p. 281). Spicer (2005) has
similarly argued for embracing the values of philosophy and history in order to appreci-
ate and develop the PAM discipline. This is a values-based position that has a tension
with Simon’s view of PAM theory as a science/social science discipline alone (Simon,
1947; see also Neumann Jr., 1996) but which also challenges Waldo’s (1948) view on
PAM as a practice-oriented profession. The ecosystem approach thence opens up a
debate about the relationship between affect and cognition in PAM research and theory
and in the creation of disciplinary and professional knowledge.
Fourth, none of this should be taken as suggesting a cosy consensus between theory

and practice or between discipline and profession. Indeed tension and antagonism are
an essential part of ecological ecosystems: small birds such as sparrows prey on worms
and other insects—but are themselves the prey of larger hunting birds. An ecosystem
approach to PAM hence recognizes and legitimizes this conflict and tension as an essen-
tial element of the evolution of theory and practice. The conflictual debates between
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Waldo and Simon arguably propelled forward debate about PAM research and theory
in a way that consensus never could have. Such conflict is an essential part of any eco-
system. Rather than seeking to resolve this tension by priveleging theory or practice, or
discipline or profession, as hegemonic, an ecosystem approach appreciates the “creative
destruction,” to borrow a term from innovation studies (Schumpeter, 1942), of
this tension.
This is not to say that such conflict is always developmental or creative. If handled

poorly it can lead to the breakdown of the relationships between theory and practice
and between discipline and profession (Dubnick, 2018), presaging the collapse of the
praxis ecosystem. No ecosystem is ensured of survival, as the experiences of the
Amazonian rain-forests have demonstrated (Pereira & Viola, 2021). A key task for PAM
researchers, theorists, and practitioners is hence to govern the tensions within the praxis
ecosystem in order to drive forward the PAM discipline and profession whilst simultan-
eously ensuring that these tensions do not lead to the collapse of the embodied relation-
ships within the ecosystem. This is a challenging, but not impossible, task—as work in
the field of the creative arts has demonstrated (Smith & Dean, 2009).
Fifth, our approach allows an awareness of the diverse ways through which theory

can develop (e.g., by the adaptation and use of concepts from its root meta-level disci-
plines, by using meso-level empirical research to test out and evolve theory, and/or by
interacting directly with practitioners and the profession (meso-level). This approach
makes irrelevant the argument that academic journals are not read by or are not rele-
vant to practice (Wang, Bunch, & Stream, 2013). Existing at the boundary between
PAM theory and disciplinary theory their function is to drive theoretical development.
Other conduits exist for theory to influence practice and the profession—notably
through training and education and through direct engagement (such as by consultancy,
evidence-based practice, action research, student projects, and/or by researchers serving
on the Boards of PSOs) (e.g., Elliot, Robson, & Dudau, 2021; Huxham & Hibbert, 2011;
Lowe, French, Hawkins, Hesselgreaves, & Wilson, 2021; Nabatchi & Carboni, 2019;
Nutley, Walter, & Davies, 2007).
This is not to say that such interaction is easy. As Meier (2015) has noted, researchers

are time-constrained and must balance the time commitments of contributing to both
theory and practice. Similarly practitioners may work to different timescales, and with a
commitment to professional standards. Further the languages of both researchers/theo-
rists and practitioners/professionals are embedded in their own distinctive discourses
that require translation, both between theory and practice and between discipline and
profession (see Sanders & McPeck, 1976 for an example of this in the field of educa-
tion). These trends are especially notable in the evolving post-Covid world (Ansell,
Sorensen, & Torfing, 2021; O’Flynn, 2021; Shand et al., 2022).
Finally, an ecosystem approach moves away from an obsession with the dyadic rela-

tionships between theory and practice and discipline and profession that often absorbs
the PAM community. Rather it explores the multiple interactions between the root dis-
ciplines of PAM, its focal theory, empirical research and knowledge, PAM as practice,
and the disciplinary and professional values and beliefs that underpin all these elements.
Such an approach might be criticized for maintaining that “everything effects everything
else.” Our response would be that this is correct. The challenge for any framework or
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heuristic is to capture this complexity in a way that has utility but which avoids sophis-
try. To paraphrase Occam’s Razor (Gauch, 2003), an effective heuristic needs to be as
complex as is required to capture reality and build theory, and as simple (not
“simplistic”) as it can be to provide a guide to practice. The praxis ecosystem is pre-
cisely that. It structures a space for both discipline and profession to coexist and where
their contribution to, and use of, knowledge can be understood.

Conclusion: The ecosystem in practice

To conclude, we offer an example of the praxis ecosystem in action. Papers to academic
and research journals (at least, the best ones—papers and journals) will draw upon
meta-level disciplines to evolve focal PAM theory. A paper on performance manage-
ment for example, may draw upon organization theory in developing its argument
(Tomazevic, Tekavcic, & Peljhan, 2017). It may also subsequently make a contribution
to the disciplinary level by evolving this macro-level theory—for example in the work of
George, Walker, and Monster (2019) on strategic planning. Although this latter work is
embedded with the PAM discipline, it has implications for organization and manage-
ment studies more broadly. To stretch the ecological metaphor metaphor, just as plants
and vegetation require an atmosphere to survive they can also contribute to this atmos-
phere (perhaps by synthesizing carbon dioxide into oxygen).
At the macro-level, theory-builders and researchers will develop their careers by

evolving PAM theory (such as by offering a novel conceptualization or by testing theory
through empirical research). A prime route for this will be by publishing in academic
journals. Such journals are read primarily by other researchers who will contribute to
the discourse by papers confirming or challenging research findings and theoretical
development. Increasingly and globally, citation and research impact metrics are used to
evaluate the contribution and careers of academics within the PAM discipline, and these
metrics in their turn influence the journals that they choose to publish in (e.g., in the
fields of healthcare research (Borkowski, Williams, O’Connor, & Qu, 2018) and public
sector accounting (Guthrie, Parker, Dumay, & Milne, 2019)).
However, academics may also choose to publish in journals or social media conduits

whose prime mission is to impact upon policy/practice and the PAM profession.
Indeed, even core disciplinary journals (such as Public Administration Review) are
increasingly requiring authors to specify the import of their work for the profession, as
well as for the discipline. Finally, a praxis ecosystem approach also validates the role of
practitioners as researchers and the potential for practice-led (as opposed to practice-
based) research to contribute to theory, as well as to improved professional practice
(see, for example, Kernaghan, 2009; and also Whittemore, 2015, for an example from
the field of planning ).
The meso-level is where the PAM discipline and profession will most interact. “Inter

alia,” this can be through a range of mechanisms:

� Researchers conducting empirical research to lead to disciplinary development,
� Practice–based research that engages with, or is co-produced, with practice, such

as action research,
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� Practice-based research that is co-produced with citizens or public service users,
with or without the mediating involvement of practitioners,

� Research-based publications in practice and professional journals,
� Practitioners who take an academic course at the university (e.g. a MSc in Public

Service Management or a MPA) and engage with research material,
� PSOs that commission research for their own objectives,
� The evolution of professional guidance and standards on the basis of PAM

research and theory, and
� Practitioners who carry out their own practice-based research that leads to prac-

tice-based theorizing.

This is the petri-dish of the praxis ecosystem. It is here that the differing agendas and
requirements, and language/discourses, of the discipline and the profession interact.
Academics can challenge and change practice and practitioners can challenge and change
theory. Both may challenge the legitimacy of the discipline and the profession and/or
develop synthesized forms of knowledge and practice. Some will choose to ignore the
other or to engage in debilitating/destructive disputes with the other perspective.
The core issue is that consensus and/or agreement should not be expected at this

meso-level. For the praxis ecosystem to evolve, such conflict is necessary and inevitable.
It should be, if not exactly welcomed, then at least appreciated for its dynamic contribu-
tion to theory, practice, discipline, and profession. Just as a sustainable ecological eco-
system requires conflict between elements (an ecosystem might become overrun by
rodents and unbalanced, for example, if they are not culled by other animals in the eco-
system), so disagreement, challenge and plain disharmony are necessary for a sustain-
able praxis. Researchers and practitioners must challenge each other’s disciplinary and
professional rules, beliefs and assumptions, if the ecosystem is not to fragment and dis-
integrate. This process will not necessarily always have positive outcomes. At its worst,
it may lead to the destruction of knowledge and breakdown in relationships. It is how-
ever an essential component of the praxis ecosystem and should be embraced as such
(see for example the work of Vasudeva, Leiponen, and Jones (2020) on conflict in open
innovation ecosystems).
Finally at the micro-level, there are the individual and disciplinary/professional beliefs

and values of academics and practitioners. These will inform engagement at the meso-
level, and may subsequently be themselves changed by this engagement. Whether
researchers consider it important to engage with practice will, for example, be a product
of their disciplinary training and will condition how they disseminate the knowledge
derived from their research.
The institutional element of societal beliefs and values is also important at the micro-

level. Significant bodies (governments, research councils, or professional bodies for
example) can establish rules or norms that will directly impact research and practice. In
Europe, for example, the European Union is evolving a range of rewards and sanctions
to support the development of open access by all citizens (not only practitioners) to
research findings, rather than having them “hidden” behind the expensive paywalls of
publishers (European Commission, 2016). Similarly in the UK, the Research Councils,
at the behest of the UK Government, are actively privileging impact upon practice as a
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key determinant of its funding of university-based research (Jones, Manville, &
Chataway, 2017; Tilley et al., 2018). Such initiatives impact the behavior not only of aca-
demics, but also of journal editors and publishers.
To conclude, the praxis ecosystem is not a resolution of the tension between research

and practice, and between discipline and profession. Rather it is a recognition of the
reality of these tensions and their creative potential. This is not to say that the tension
will always lead to positive evolution. That is not the real world. Oft-times it can lead
to circular and sterile debates between the discipline and the profession, or angry dis-
missal of one by the other. However the praxis ecosystem does offer a framework within
which to situate/govern these inevitable tensions and to appreciate and evaluate their
often powerful and creative impact upon the PAM discipline and profession.
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