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“Simplicity before understanding is simplistic; simplicity after understanding is simple.” 

    -Eduard de Bono 

 

Abstract 

Many entrepreneurship scholars find it difficult to square the demands for rigorous theory 

development with the imperative to develop knowledge that can inform situated 

entrepreneurial practice. With this Virtual Special Issue, we encourage scholars to 

complement theoretical and practical knowledge by pursuing a third body of knowledge that 

focuses explicitly on pragmatic design principles. We hope that by doing so, the 

entrepreneurship field can move closer to the traditional ideal of the professional school. 
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Introduction 

If we have two bodies that interact gravitationally, and we know their positions and 

velocities at a given point in time, it is possible to predict all their future positions. However, 

the introduction of a third body surprisingly leads to a problem that is analytically unsolvable. 

This suggests that if we have a system of two bodies that are unsettled with respect to one 

another, there may be a hidden third body lurking around that, if identified and understood, 

could help us make better sense of the system as a whole. While metaphors should be used 

with care, the three-body problem can help illuminate a pressing epistemological issue within 

our own discipline.  

In the entrepreneurship field and indeed the broader field of management, the two 

main bodies in play are theory and practice. Compared to more internally oriented disciplines 

such as physics, psychology, and sociology, scholars in professional fields such as 

engineering, medicine, management and entrepreneurship have an imperative to not only be 

scientifically rigorous but also develop knowledge that can inform practice (Romme, 2016). 

However, since theory and practice are quite different, managing these dual demands is 

challenging, both epistemologically and organizationally. The epistemological focus of theory 

is typically true and generalizable representations of reality developed through appropriate 

methods,1 whereas the world of entrepreneurial practice is propelled by knowledge of how to 

deal with specific problematic situations as they arise (Kieser and Leiner, 2009). 

Organizationally, scholars in professional schools have also shown a tendency to separate into 

two groups over time (Gulati, 2007; Simon, 1967). Theory-oriented scholars risk shielding 

themselves from practice and may gradually begin to nurture an intra-disciplinary culture 
																																																													
1 There is of course a range of more relativist positions, but so long as truth is seen as relative to institutional or 
personal frameworks for assessment, and not explicitly to practical utility, this diversity of theories does not 
undermine our distinction between theory, practice, and design.  
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where goals, values, and approval are sought only among academic peers. In contrast, 

practitioner-oriented scholars risk seeing theory as esoteric and irrelevant and by doing so 

may end up as “slightly out-of-date purveyor[s] of almost-current business practice” (Simon, 

1967: 12).  

While this description is an exaggeration, it nevertheless highlights a real tension. The 

entrepreneurship field is quite internally and theoretically oriented, but its scholars also feel a 

strong “gravitational” pull from the world of practice through demands for experiential 

entrepreneurship courses, proof of how research results have practical impact, and the 

formulations of “Executive Summaries” in otherwise research oriented journals such as the 

Journal of Business Venturing. Similarly, practitioners are attracted by actionable knowledge 

that can inform their situated judgments and actions. Unfortunately, scholars have a hard time 

squaring theoretical ambitions with the concerns of practitioners, which are often considered 

to be theoretically uninteresting. As a result, entrepreneurship teachers often rely on books 

like “The Lean Startup” (Ries, 2011) or “The Startup Owners-Manual” (Blank and Dorf, 

2012), which are not grounded in research, precisely because they provide the kinds of hands-

on and prescriptive advice that students and entrepreneurs want.  

Our experiences as teachers as well as consultants thus point to the existence and 

desirability of a third body of such pragmatically oriented design knowledge that cannot be 

reduced to either general theoretical principles or the situated knowledge of practicing 

entrepreneurs (Dimov, 2016). This practical intuition is echoed by established theoretical 

typologies (Flyvbjerg, 2001). Aristotle famously spoke of three approaches2 to knowledge: 

episteme, which denotes context-independent and value-free ‘know why’ theories about the 

world that are universally true; techne, which denotes context-dependent, pragmatic and goal-

oriented ‘know how’ techniques for effectively doing things in light of given goals; and 

																																																													
2 While Aristotle also spoke about sophia and nous (wisdom and intellect) as two other approaches to 
knowledge, most contemporary philosophy of science treats these as beyond the domain of science.  
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phronesis, which denotes the capacity for judgmental and wise action performed in real time 

under uncertain conditions. The world of theory arguably maps quite well onto the 

Aristotelian concept of episteme, whereas phronetic knowledge is clearly needed in the 

uncertain world of entrepreneurial practice. This leaves techne as a natural candidate for our 

missing third body of knowledge—not least since its emphasis on ‘know how’ and pragmatic 

validity clearly resembles the prescriptive techniques outlined in practitioner-oriented 

entrepreneurship-books.  

The purpose of this special issue is therefore to outline a distinct third body of 

knowledge in the form of pragmatically oriented entrepreneurial design principles3, to 

discuss whether it deserves a position on par with theory and practice, and to explore its 

interfaces with both the causal mechanisms of entrepreneurship theory and the complex 

realities of entrepreneurial practice (c.f. Romme and Endenburg, 2006; Van Burg et al., 2008). 

By design principles we mean context specific and pragmatic heuristics that prescribe actions 

often with the following syntax: ‘to achieve X in situation Y, something like Z will help’ (Van 

Aken, 2004: 227). By highlighting design as a valuable third body of knowledge, in this 

virtual special issue we depart from the commonly proposed way to bridge the rigor-relevance 

gap that simply encourages closer collaboration and more intimate involvement of 

practitioners in the research process (e.g. Shapiro et al., 2007; Starkey and Madan, 2001). 

While such closeness may very well be valuable, we submit that interlocking theory and 

practice is not be the best option to produce a stable system. Instead, we follow Simon (1996) 

who argued for a science of design whose purpose is not to produce descriptive theories of the 

world as it is, but rather to develop pragmatic tools “in the service of action” (Romme, 2003, 

p.562). 

 
																																																													
3 While “design principles” will be elaborated throughout the text, we already here want to emphasize that it 
should not be confused with the more specific concept “design thinking”. To clarify, design thinking is but one 
instance of the broader category or body of knowledge that sometimes emphasizes pragmatic design principles. 
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Entrepreneurship Scholarship as a two and three-body problem 

Most entrepreneurship research is premised on the very basic assumption that there are 

regularities in the world that underlie phenomena such as new venture creation and that the 

purpose of theory development is to identify and explain those regularities, preferably in the 

form of causal mechanisms (e.g. Busenitz et al., 2003; Carlsson et al., 2013; Davidsson, 2004; 

Shane, 2003; Venkataraman, 1997). Such enquiry is generally underpinned by philosophical 

realism, where the central criterion for good theory is whether it is true in the sense of 

accurately representing reality and explaining how specific phenomena come about (Berglund 

and Korsgaard, 2017; Hedström and Wennberg, 2017; Hedström and Ylikoski, 2010; Kim et 

al., 2016). The two major activities of research in this tradition are generation and testing of 

theory against observed practical phenomena. These are outlined in Figure 1 below and 

capture the currently dominant focus of journal papers.  

 

As discussed above, the gravitational pull that exists between the two appear 

insufficient to provide a stable bridge between theoretical rigor and practical relevance. This 

is in no small part due to the inherent difficulties one faces when attempting to capture the 

details and idiosyncrasies of entrepreneurial judgment and practice in theoretical formulae, 

and similarly when attempting to apply universal theories in situations that require situated 

Figure	1:	Current	focus	of	journal	publications 

Testing	

Generating	
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judgment (Berglund, 2015). The two-body system of theory and practice is not stable and 

people struggle to make sense of it (Kieser and Leiner, 2009).  

 The solution we propose is to acknowledge design as a third body of knowledge that 

can complement and mediate between theoretical and practical knowledge by providing 

prescriptive design principles (cf. Van Aken, 2004). Such a focus on pragmatically valid and 

managerially relevant design principles is not entirely new to the entrepreneurship field (see 

Romme, 2016 and the overview in Mansoori, 2018). A number of scholars have sought to 

develop practically useful theories of entrepreneurship, e.g. in the form of experimental 

approaches and tools to guide iterative planning in the face of uncertainty (e.g.McGrath and 

MacMillan, 2000) and heuristics for transformation with an eye to the future as created rather 

than discovered (Sarasvathy, 2009). However, to date this role has primarily been filled by 

reflective practitioners who have turned their tacit knowledge and practical experiences into 

explicit and prescriptive theories of how to develop new businesses under uncertain 

conditions (Blank, 2013; Ries, 2011; Savoia, 2011). Whether practitioners and academics call 

their theories customer development (Blank, 2012) or lean startup (Ries 2011), effectuation 

(Sarasvathy, 2009) or discovery-driven planning (McGrath and MacMillan, 1995), they all 

share an action-oriented view of entrepreneurship and embrace the pragmatic notion that 

theories are tools for business design, whose validity is related to their ability to help get 

things done (Berglund and Wennberg, 2016).  

These developments reinforce the distinction between theory and design as two bodies 

of knowledge with very different goals (Romme, 2003). Unlike theory, design takes a 

pragmatic view of knowledge meaning that a design principle is considered good if it is useful 

(Berglund and Wennberg, 2016). While the former focuses on theorizing and justifying, the 

latter instead focuses on building and evaluating (March and Smith, 1995).  

Entrepreneurial practice calls for prescriptive procedural knowledge, i.e. methods for 
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carrying out particular tasks (March and Smith, 1995) or ‘design instrumentalities’ that guide 

action by suggesting procedures, ways of thinking, and judgment skills (Vincenti, 1990). Such 

design principles are often formulated based on reviews and syntheses of prior research on 

causal mechanisms, contextual conditions, and outcome patterns (e.g. Van Burg and Romme, 

2014), on extrapolations from practical entrepreneurial experiences (e.g. Ries, 2011), or 

preferably a combination of the two. As design principles become applied, one can begin 

answering the questions of whether they are useful. Because these questions are posed in the 

context of a specific kind of problem, reflection or evaluation of what has worked and what 

has not can pose questions about: (1) the effectiveness of the specific actions to solve the 

specific kind of problem, (2) the effectiveness of the design principles in suggesting specific 

actions, and (3) the effectiveness of the body of knowledge (e.g. causal mechanisms and 

contextual conditions) from which the design propositions have been derived. Answering 

these questions can then lead to improvements in the application of principles, improvements 

in the principles themselves, and improvements in the underlying theoretical knowledge.  

This interplay between theory, design, and practice is illustrated in Figure 2 below. It 

reveals a third body (design) that balances and helps make sense of the uneasy relationship 

between theory and practice. It also highlights two interfaces that this special issue aims to 

address: (1) between the causal mechanisms of theory and the pragmatic principles of design 

and (2) between design principles and entrepreneurial practice. 

 

 

 

Figure	2:	The	space	of	this	special	issue 
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This Virtual Special Issue 

Through this virtual special issue, we seek to bring attention to design principles as a third 

body of knowledge that complements theory and practice, and to the value of more reflective 

efforts to translate general theory into actionable design interventions in order to make them 

useful for practice. However, design principles are not merely a matter of translating general 

theory into an intermediate form that has the potential to inform concrete practice. In order to 

establish their pragmatic validity, design principles also need to be tested in practice, an 

activity that can in turn also inform our theories. This leads us to the following focus for this 

special issue. 

  

Theory <=> Design 

The relationship between theory and design goes both ways. First, theoretical 

knowledge can be used to develop design principles. This is different from the executive 

summaries and boilerplate section on practical implications that comes at the end of otherwise 

theoretically oriented papers. Instead we seek contributions that extend beyond theoretical 

insights in an effort to formulate effective design principles. Thinking about design can help 

highlight the various ways in which our theories may be processually incomplete for practical 

purposes. For instance, Dimov (2010) highlights the important role that early planning can 

play in the entrepreneurial process. The theoretical contribution was that early planning can 

help determine if an entrepreneurial opportunity is worth pursuing further. When thinking 

about how this may be turned into a design contribution, the recommendation to “plan early” 

immediately comes across as too abstract and ambiguous – what does it really mean? The 

construct was operationalized by items such as “developing financial forecasts” and “talking 

to customers” (Dimov: 2010, p. 1138). However, this is also not clear enough to enable a 
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prescription; what does one talk about? And how does one identify or find “customers”? What 

we would like to see are papers that draw on sound theory to develop explicit and practically 

useful design principles. 

The biggest potential for making substantive design contributions may lie in the 

synthesis of a body of work through a literature review with the explicit goal of formulating 

design propositions (cf. Van Burg and Romme, 2014). Unlike meta-analyses that focus on the 

determining the stability in statistical associations across various samples, the synthesis 

should focus on building a coherent map of causal mechanisms that can in turn be used to 

articulate specific pragmatic design interventions.  

Going the other way, from design to theory, we invite contributions that investigate 

existing design principles in an effort to improve our theoretical understanding of the causal 

mechanisms that underpin them. Such efforts will typically start with design principles that 

already exist among entrepreneurial practitioners and evaluate what their theoretical basis 

might be, e.g. whether they are based on a clear understanding of the mechanisms they 

trigger. One example is Shane and Delmar’s (2004) efforts to reconstruct mechanisms that 

can explain business planning as a rational practice. A similar example may be to reconstruct 

the social mechanisms and theories of action implicitly assumed in non-planning oriented 

entrepreneurial design principles, such as those of effectuation (cf. Berglund and Korsgaard 

2017). 

 

Practice <=> Design  

The relationship between practice and design is also bidirectional. First, there is the 

implementation of specific design principles for the attainment of desired outputs in specific 

contexts. This can be formulated as pedagogic or policy interventions where some design 

principle is used in an attempt to affect entrepreneurial practice, or in action research where 
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the focus on solving particular problems calls for more explicit consideration or evaluation of 

design principles. How are such design principles used, are they useful, for whom, and when? 

Can design principles be applied unambiguously to affect entrepreneurial practice or do they 

require some accompanying judgment calls? One application of this can be in educational 

settings, where the teaching of entrepreneurial design principles could be assessed in terms of 

whether their adoption by students in experiential projects requires continuous support or 

perhaps requires some foundational knowledge to be delivered beforehand. Similarly, the 

adoption of entrepreneurial design principles within existing organizations can bring attention 

to the need to relate design principle prescriptions to prevailing cultural norms, organizational 

structures, or established work processes. An example is Mansoori’s (2017) analysis of what 

and how entrepreneurs learned as part of an accelerator program batch guided by Lean Startup 

Principles.  

Similarly, interventions based on design principles can be refined in view of the 

specific features of the context. If some well-established design principles are problematic in 

some context, why is this the case? Is it because of industry, country, venture phase or some 

other contingency? Do the results suggest that the design principles should be modified or that 

they should be applied differently? For example, Lean Startup principles are often described 

as useful when founders have a relatively clear vision that can broken down into explicit 

hypotheses (e.g. regarding customer problems and value propositions) and experimentally 

tested for feedback from potential customers. However, this may not be suitable in very early 

stages when such a vision is not yet in place, or more generally if entrepreneurs want to solicit 

more creative input from external stakeholders (cf. Berglund, 2007). 

Second, explorations of entrepreneurial practice can be used to develop new design 

principles. However, we would caution from formulating design principles based solely on 

experience, descriptive data or correlations. Doing so would risk building interventions from 
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naive empiricism, which would mimic much of the practitioner oriented books on 

entrepreneurship, namely to develop normative methods based on experience without going 

through the work of identifying and explaining the underlying causal mechanisms. While 

practice is important, we favour a process where practice is combined with theory in the 

process of proposing new design principles (cf. Van Aken, 2004). An example of a study that 

explicitly addresses both the theory-design and practice-design interfaces is Van Burg et al. 

(2008) who used an initial set of theory-based design principles to redesign and adapt several 

aspects of an ongoing spinoff incubation program at a Dutch university. 

 

A Virtual, Open Issue 

Rather than writing our introduction last, to make sense of papers already finished, we 

start with our introduction to make space for papers not yet begun. As such, the issue sets a 

beginning but no foreseeable end.  

This is a virtual special issue (VSI) in that papers operate as part of the normal flow of 

the journal, but are designated as being submitted to and, if successful, as part of the special 

issue. If accepted, articles will appear in the first available regular issue and simultaneously 

articles appear in a new section set up specifically for the journal and dedicated to VSIs. 

Thus, the content of the special issue can be called up at any time and it will be 

continuously expanding. Unlike a retrospective virtual special issue in which previously 

published papers that address a particular topic can be collated into a finite collection, this is a 

prospective special issue in that it will be live and continuously evolving.  

Let the body of Design come alive.    
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