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Introduction 
 
For my PhD I am doing research on nursing leadership. The main question of the thesis is: which 
leadership qualities do nursing managers in a general hospital in the Netherlands need to have, to be 
able to meet the changing challenges in their work?  
 
In this paper I will describe the preliminary steps I have taken to study leadership in the nursing 
practice of general hospitals. I have observed the need for some form of theoretical adjustments in the 
social sciences, the need to find relevant works of creative minds because, as Jacques Slanger stated 
(in:  Droit, 2007, p332), it is important to realise that we all live with ideas but only a few of us have the 
creativity and are capable to develop ideas. Scientific theories are important for sure, but how good 
are we at developing them? 
Are there reasons to be discontent about our knowledge in the social sciences and cry for a creative 
turn? 
 
In 1961 Harold Koontz wrote an article about the diversity in management theory (‘the management 
theory jungle’). Then, in 1980 Koontz wrote: “The various schools of or approaches to management 
theory that I identified nearly two decades ago, and called ‘the management theory jungle’ are 
reconsidered. What is found now are eleven distinct approaches compared to the original six, 
implying that the ‘jungle’ may be getting more dense and impenetrable. However, certain 
developments are occurring which indicate that we may be moving more than people think toward a 
unified and practical theory of management”.  
The approaches Koontz detected were: (1) the empirical or case approach, (2) the interpersonal 
behaviour approach, (3) the group behaviour  approach, (4) the cooperative social system approach, 
(5) the sociotechnical systems approach,  (6) the decision theory approach, (7) the systems  approach, 
(8) the mathematical or "management science" approach, (9) the contingency or situational approach, 
('10) the managerial roles approach, and (11) the operational theory approach. 
 
But this wasn’t the end. Du-Babcock in 2009 states: “Following Koontz, scholars in other fields have 
looked at their disciplines and found that jungles were also emerging in their respective fields of 
study. These jungles include a motivation jungle, a leadership jungle, a cross-cultural jungle, and a 
comparative international management jungle”. 
I can agree with Du-Babcock that we should not have a jungle of theories, first of all because we lose 
track of all the theories and are thus unable to know if there are contradictory theories, second because 
scholars of one approach will not be accustomed to the terminology, concepts and models of another 
approach and third because different theories will use a different set of causal variables to explain 
some common phenomena. Her recommendations to avoid these problems are: clarification of 
terminology, clarification of the aspects of the field under investigation and development of theories 
that integrate theories of the underlying disciplines and of other relevant theories of the field. I will 
not elaborate on this further here. 
 
The social sciences are characterized by many different fields of study, so we may expect that the 
observed theoretical jungle within each discipline, multiplies if you look at the social sciences as a 
whole. Abma (2012) gives a good historical and conceptual account of the different approaches in the 
social sciences (sometimes called the human sciences) and the attempts that have been made to 
formulate a unified theory of the social sciences.   
 
For my specific research of nursing leadership I am looking for a theoretical framework that will help 
me uncover the mystery of what is called ‘leadership’ and if possible can also be used for research in 
the other fields of the social sciences. It should be a framework with the potential of integrating the 
theories within the field of leadership in organizations, realising however, as Du-Babcock noted, that 
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approaches are sometimes too different to be integrated without a serious refinement of the theories 
involved. 
 
In this paper I will try to work out my own ideas about what to look for and will do this by discussing 
shortly the three main issues at stake:  
1) what do I study (ontology) 
2) what do I study it for and which results should it deliver (epistemology)  
3) how will I investigate my subject (methodology) 
4) how will I enquire on nursing leadership (choosing a theoretical framework). 
 
At the end of the paper you will find my bio. 
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The subject of my research (ontology) 
 
Research begins with curiosity about an object or entity, its qualities and its interactions (some say: its 
behaviour). 
Isaac Newton studied, among other things, the mutual attraction between objects and formulated 
some laws about it (Boorstin, 1991).  
Diederik Stapel - an idle, ambitious and over strung social psychologist - said he studied some very 
interesting social psychological phenomena (Carey, 2012; Otten & Classen, eds, 2011).  
Investigations always start with the decision what to look at. As Newman (1995, p19) puts it: “The 
development of science, contrary to what one might assume, is not a smooth, orderly process. The 
beginnings center around a vague discontent regarding phenomena for which there are no available 
explanations. Moreover, the identity and nature of the phenomena themselves are not very clear”. 
 
My PhD thesis involves studying nurses working with each other in a general hospital. So my subject 
could be defined as: humans interacting in a specific organizational environment.  
What do we know about humans and their interactions? Without going into too many details, I would 
like to give the following short description, based on my own experience and literature on social 
(psychological) research in general. 
 
What do we perceive with our senses about humans and their interactions? 
First of all humans move themselves (or are moved) in space-time (walk, ride a bicycle, sit in a riding 
cab, etc.). They can move objects in space-time or change them (demolish them, put them together 
etc.). They interact with other humans: they send/receive sounds to/from each other, they touch each 
other (make love to or hurt each other). They feed themselves (eat, drink) and produce excrements. 
The list is quite small. 
 
But when we look at the literature produced by the social sciences like (social) psychology, sociology, 
political science, economics and anthropology (and you could include also disciplines like geography, 
demography, history, and archaeology) you realize that there are thousands and thousands of subjects 
studied by them. Why is that? 
In my view the reason can be found, in the fact that social reality is not an empirical reality like the 
physical reality we know (objects moving, colliding, and merging in time-space) but a semantic reality 
constructed by and residing within every single individual. The reality we study is situated in the 
human brain and is invisible to the eye (we can of course try to study brains and correlate brain 
functions to uttered thoughts or social actions; see for an interesting overview of the latest neurologic 
studies: Frank, 2010). 
 
With the words ‘semantic reality’ I refer to the internal reality of a human that is represented and 
communicated to others by language, signs and behaviours.  
Glüge and Wendemuth (2010), write the following about the meaning of the word ‘semantics’: “The 
semantics concerns the meaning of units of information. It can be considered as the study of the link 
between symbols and their referents or concepts; particularly the way in which signs relate to human 
behaviour”. 
So, when we see John riding a bicycle, this fact only becomes a social fact at the moment we get 
answers to questions like: where is he going - to whom is he going - what is he going to do – what are 
his motives? The answers to these questions can’t be given at the moment we see John riding on his 
bicycle, but only when he reaches his goal. But of course we don’t have to wait John arriving 
somewhere. We just could stop him and ask him the above questions. So the empirical world is 
intelligible (that is semantically comprehensible) through communication with the actor. Of course 
there is a strong relation between what we see (behaviour) and what we hear (reasons and 
purposes/goals/intentions). 
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In other words: behaviour should be understood as a means to realize some internal goals and/or as a 
sign for a description of an internal state of the human under study. Therefore it is important, before 
starting any social research to have a good sense of the nature, disposition and character of humans. 
 
Model of man  
In describing the nature, disposition and character of humans we cannot do otherwise than build the 
best representation possible we can of the human being. I call this representation a model.  
 
My (pre)conceptual understanding of humans is as follows. Humans are biological entities 
(organisms) that learn to avoid negative stimuli or contextual conditions and search and/or create 
positive ones. Humans interact and communicate with each other. These actions are supposed to be 
initiated and controlled by their brains.  
We say brains learn, have a memory, process information, make representations, have beliefs, 
standards, desires, interests, values, morals and intentions. They also make predictions, plan their 
future, analyse their inner state and their environment, adapt to it or change it and construct models 
and abstractions of their world. 
What is the aim of human verbal and non-verbal behaviour? I think there are only two possible 
answers: first humans adapt to the social and physical conditions in the environment and second 
humans (try to) change the social and physical environment. Human behaviour is aimed at survival, 
at mental and physical integrity and at attaining a ‘good’ feeling (like satisfaction) or avoiding a ‘bad’ 
feeling (like fear). 
So in defining ‘semantics’ I would like to go further than Glüge and Wendemuth and join Merleau-
Ponty who stated in 1942 that the perceived world is made meaningful by the body: semantics is the 
study of human behaviour and human interaction with his surrounding (social) world as means for 
satisfying the needs of its body and its brain. We should however distinguish between deliberate and 
non-deliberate behaviour or interaction, a distinction I will not elaborate on here. 
We should realize that when we make statements like those here above, we are establishing  
theoretical constructs that will help us understand and explain (and therefore predict) possible 
outcomes of human behaviour and human interaction. 
 
Having said this I would like to attract your attention to the fact that we have smoothly landed on the 
field of epistemology (the study of knowledge). For when we look at the construct ‘memory’ for 
example we can confirm that this construct is nothing more then the result of empirical observations 
on some of the ways the brain is working; just like we arrived at the construct ‘gravity’ by observing 
the attraction of physical bodies.  
In the case of memory, what we observe is that after having seen object X at T1, a human can 
reproduce something at T2 (with T1 < T2) which we assume being a representation of the shown 
object X. We call this representation a model Y of object X  
After having studied many times this phenomenon with different time intervals and with different 
stimuli we then coin this stimulus – response set as ‘memory’. 
We therefore say that the concept of memory is founded in a not quantified law. We call this 
conceptual entity a (biological) function or system that processes stimuli (or information).  
 
I would like to make a last remark about the difference between concepts constructed from 
observations of some part the physical world and the ones constructed form observations of some 
human behaviour. The latter concepts are designed from empirical observations but are also ‘known’ 
intrinsically (that is: scientists feel/know they have a memory and actively use it). There are concepts 
though that are purely intrinsic; think for example of the concept of dream (Stroeken, 2005). Dreams 
can be experienced as real and this mode (this brain function) is also responsible, I think, for what 
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George Steiner indicates as the great influence of  fictional characters on people with whom they 
identify (Steiner, G. in: Droit, R-P. (2007), p277). 
 
Neurologists ask whether memory can be localized somewhere in the brain or how the neural 
correlates (circuits) of memory look like, but I will leave this subject at rest here. More interesting for 
the social scientist is the observation that all brain functions together lead to the generation of a 
‘worldview’ (or theory of the world) within the human brain and that we may assume that this view 
(or at least part of it) can be transferred to (duplicated in) other brains by communication through 
language and signs. 
  
So humans interact with each other in what I would call an empiric-semantic space. With this concept 
I refer to the fact that humans learn, move, produce sounds and interact in physical time-space but 
that these movements, sounds and interactions have meaning: they are closely linked to feelings, 
needs, motives, intentions, values, standards, desires, interests and beliefs. And most important of all: 
humans have the capability to learn and acquire knowledge. 
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A theory of human interaction (epistemology) 
 
The human brain perceives the external world (outside him) and the internal world (inside him). The 
latter can be divided in perception of (bodily) feelings (examples: dizziness, hunger, love, etc.) and 
perception of the working (mechanism) of the brain self (examples: memory, logic). 
Humans construct theories to master the (social) world they live in. Theories are nothing more than 
structured representations of the world that helps the human to perceive, predict and ameliorate his 
living conditions. 
 
Theories are the result of the learning capacity of humans. Science can be seen as an organized form of 
mastering the world through their learning capability. 
Scientific research (social or natural) permits to gain knowledge about the object under study. We call 
the product of this research, scientific knowledge. Knowledge (true, wrong or common sense) is saved 
as representation in the brain.  
 
The way we do research is dependent of how our brain functions. The human brain has developed 
through an evolutionary process and the individual human develops its brain in more detail through 
experiences from his birth on. So the human brain has acquired through evolution his structure and 
dispositions and a specific individual develops his brain in more detail through his experiences (see 
Ginsburg & Opper (1969) for an introduction to Piaget’s view on the phylogenetic development (= 
development of our species) and the ontogenetic development (= individual development) of our 
brain structure and its relation to knowledge acquisition). 
 
I see knowledge as a set of theories. And theories consist of an interrelated set of representations 
(explanations) about part of the internal and external world of the human being under study. Hempel 
(1965) describes what explanations are. Explanations are sets of deductions that can be made from 
confirmed laws (confirmed in the sense of not being falsified) and its (initial) conditions. Laws can be 
probabilistic in nature. 
 
The human brain has a certain way of investigating his body and its surroundings. This scientific way 
is determined, as I already mentioned, by the evolution of its species and its individual experience. 
Therefore it is inevitable that the logic and structure of theories are the same for the natural and the 
social sciences. The brain after all, is as it is and an adult brain does not change every time it studies a 
different object (like attracting bodies, or leadership). 
 
Epistemology, the study of what we can know, is important as it can give us insight in our possibilities 
and limitations in knowing the world. But we should not forget that knowledge is the result of an 
interaction between an embodied brain and the world (as he perceives and experiences it) and that it 
tries to gain knowledge of the world it is in, just to master it. So the production of knowledge has an 
objective.  
 
In the natural sciences we try establish laws that permit us to predict the value of a variable (say 
distance) when the value of other variables that are related to it, are known (say velocity and time). 
But what are the aims of social science? 
In his 1988 book, Alex Rosenberg states: “The dispute about whether the goal of social science should 
be predictive improvement or increasing intelligibility is fundamentally a disagreement about the 
nature, extent, and justification of claims of knowledge” (Rosenberg, 1988, p197). 
And on the same page he states: “If increasing our understanding of the meaning of human actions 
improves our predictive powers, then of course there is no conflict. But as we have seen, there are 
serious obstacles in the way of providing such predictive improvements in theories that take the 
search for meanings seriously. We have to decide whether these obstacles are surmountable”. 
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I think the obstacles are surmountable. I follow the same stream of pragmatic thinking as Nathan 
Harter does in his 2006 book on antecedents and consequences, p. 25: “Despite the undifferentiated 
manifold surrounding him, a pragmatist is interested in detecting patterns or trends within the flux of 
experience. What seems to happen again and again? One time events, never to be repeated, are 
incapable of being understood and certainly are incapable of verification. One does not need a reason 
to explain what happens only once. What we want to find are generalities or regularities (Peirce, 
1940/1955, pp 265, 318)”. 
 
Humans make appointments (“I’ll see you there tomorrow morning at 10 o’clock”), we close deals 
(“Your company will deliver me such and such”). Humans ask someone to do something (“Can you 
please give me the salt?”). The interactions we have with others are directed to a planned change of a 
part of our world. But of course humans can engage with an other person in an activity that does not 
effect the world in a significant matter (looking at television together, having sex, etc.). But still, we 
have to plan these activities and communicate before we can realise it. And of course humans can 
engage in an activity of their own, like running twice a week for a better physical condition.  
These are all examples of deliberate behaviour and interactions. But as stated earlier humans also 
exhibit non-deliberate behaviour when busy achieving a goal, like playing with a pen when listening 
to a teacher’s discussion. 
 
Organizations also have goals. To phrase it correctly: people in organizations work together to realise 
goals agreed upon (these goals however are not always made explicit to everybody in the 
organization).  
 
In my view, the objective of all sciences is to produce knowledge that can be used to predict (future) 
behaviour of objects, organisms and humans. This knowledge should be in such a form that when 
applied to humans, results in an amelioration of their physical or social reality. 
The production of knowledge is the result of the struggle of the brain to master the continuously 
developing and changing world it lives in. 
In other words: the results of science (knowledge) can be used as a means to alter and better the world 
humans live in. 
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Some issues in social research (Methodology) 
 
Methodology can be defined as a set of principles and procedures that can or should be used for 
investigating (a subset of) the world.  Generally speaking, methodology involves a series of choices 
about the information or data to gather and the way you should analyse these. In this section I will not 
discuss what ‘methodology’ is and what the general issues are, like reliability, validity, generalization, 
sampling, research design, hypothesis testing etc. (there are plenty of excellent books about these 
subjects, see for example Bryman (2008)), but I will discuss some issues about social research strategies 
that seem relevant for my search of an adequate theory of human interaction. 
 
Let me start with a statement made by Johan van Benthem. In discussing the nature of logic (in: 
Metselaar & Den Dulk (2012); p. 66) he stated that in classical Indian logic there were three sources of 
knowledge: observation, reasoning and asking people. 
I think that all these three activities (sources), with some extensions, are needed to understand and 
explain human interaction as described in the preceding two sections. This because in my opinion, 
social phenomena are complex phenomena that cannot be fully investigated by one single approach or 
method only. The meaning of the word ‘observation’ as mentioned by Van Benthem should include 
activities like experimenting, counting etc.; that of ‘asking people’ activities like interviewing and 
conducting surveys with questionnaires and that of ‘reasoning’ activities like development of models 
and theories.  
In my view there is not only no unity of method (except perhaps in having some overlapping aspects 
like the use of instruments or mathematics) but such a unity is impossible altogether. But we could use 
different methods in a process C.S. Pierce called ‘abduction’ as being “a process by which a scientist 
gather data, make assumptions explicit, proposes hypotheses, the tests these hypotheses against 
experience, as well as the experiences of others (Nasher, 1997, p.72). In a manner of speaking, peirce 
gave a name to the process that scientists had finally accepted as a way to transcend opposition 
between induction and deduction.” (Harter, 2006, p. 11). 
 
But can there be a unity of theory? I don’t think so, but I agree with Du-Babcock (2009) when she 
writes: “To prevent a jungle from emerging, it is important to distinguish the goals and methods of 
each research project and to integrate concepts from all of the approaches where they contribute to 
better understanding”. 
But her efforts do not mean that there can be a unity of theory. As Rosanas (2007) states: “In both the 
social and the natural sciences there are always competing, incompatible theories that explain the 
same phenomena and there is nothing wrong with that”. 
So an effort to integrate or assimilate theories is a good strategy in successfully developing a 
competing theory. We should remember though that integrating different theories can mean the 
necessity of changing the meaning of the terms used because facts are always ‘facts within a 
theoretical framework’ (Rosanas, 2007 and De Leeuw, 1974). 
 
The second issue I want to discuss are questions related to the use of research results: who uses the 
results of the social sciences and how?  As Sorge & Witteloostuijn (2004) state: “... much of 
organization studies’ evidence never leaves academia’s inner circle”. 
In her discussion of Evidence Based Management (EBM), Rousseau (2006) states that managers should 
make decisions by moving away from personal preference and unsystematic experience to those 
based on scientific evidence. EBM means translating principles based on research into organizational 
practice. But she also notices that there are very few managers who are making decisions based on 
scientific evidence. So she proposes some remedies. 
A very interesting debate in this respect is whether technology is only ‘applied science’ or that it has 
also a body of knowledge of its own.   
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Layton (1974) and Channell (1982) support the view that technology (‘know how’) is a system of 
thought independent from science and Channell (1982) gives us a beautiful example showing how 
technology can be seen as knowledge that uses natural laws within well-defined systems, like steam 
engines.  
So I would like to stress the importance of the study of one of the remedies of Rousseau (2006): how 
EBM works in practice. 
 
My third and last issue concerns the importance of the use of clearly defined concepts.  
We should always know when discussing or reading, whether a concept refers to empirical entities or, 
through connective links, to other concepts. Feigl (1970, p5-6) gives us a simple diagram to illustrate 
the situation: 

 
 
 
“As the diagram indicates, the basic theoretical concepts (primitives) are implicitly defined by the 
postulates in which they occur. These primitives, or more usually derived concepts explicitly defined 
in terms of them are then linked by correspondence rules to concepts referring to items of 
observation… These empirical concepts are in turn ‘operationally defined’, i.e., by a specification of 
the rules of observation, measurement, experimentation, or statistical design which determine and 
delimit their applicability and application”. 
And with ‘postulates’ Herbert Feigl (1970) refers to concepts that are self-evident or assumed without 
proof. 
 
As I stated earlier, plain facts do not exist, they are always captured within a web of theoretical 
concepts (a theoretical framework) and I think Feigl (1970) shows this in a superb way.  
In discussing naïve empiricism Rosanas (2007) quotes Elster (1983, a Robert K. Merton Professor of the 
Social Sciences / Political Science): “It is generally accepted that in science there is no ‘theory-neutral’ 
observation language” and “The apparently simple notion of a temperature reading embodies a vast 
amount of theoretical assumptions”. 
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I end this section with some remarks on theories. Theories, seen as sets of different interrelated 
concepts, are important because they are the tools with which our brains understand the world they 
live in and attempt to master it.  
A classical dichotomous distinction in the way theories are that of deductive ones and inductive ones. 
On my science website http://syndor.wordpress.com/2013/01/28/inductief-en-deductief-onderzoek/ I 
have discussed briefly this distinction.  
A second distinction within organizational theories is that of the perspective in which an organization 
is divided:  “organization, group, and individual levels, each level the province of different 
disciplines, theories, and approaches. The organization may be an integrated system, but 
organizational science is not” (Klein & Kozlowski (2000)). 
But of course you could distinguish theories by their aim: exploration, analysis, explanation, 
prediction and so on. 
In searching for a theory that will adequately guide my research efforts in understanding leadership 
phenomena, it is important to understand and appreciate the role of theories, their nature and the 
process by which they are generated.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://syndor.wordpress.com/2013/01/28/inductief-en-deductief-onderzoek/
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Choosing a theoretical framework 
 
In the foregoing chapters I have articulated my view on some issues concerning the ontology, 
epistemology and methodology of my research. 
In doing so I now can summarize the criteria with which I will judge the suitability of a theory or 
model to help investigate my subject: nursing leadership in general hospitals. 
 
In the ontology section I have stated that people are pursuing goals (sometimes undeliberately), make 
representations of themselves and the world they live in and communicate and behave in an empiric-
semantic space. People occasionally behave unconsciously, have habits and make choices. They 
play/have roles; lie when they think it’s necessary (even lie to themselves sometimes), have emotions, 
etc. It is impossible to give a complete description of humans here.  In “Social theory” Elliott (2010) 
summarizes the social theories that have been proposed from Henri Saint Simon and Auguste Comte 
on and the way the authors have defined humans. 
 
In the epistemology section I have explained my Piagetian view of knowledge creation: brain-world 
interaction leading to structural concepts like causality and object permanence used to make causal 
representations of ‘invariant’ objects interacting in the (social) world. As explained, the production of 
knowledge is the result of the struggle of the brain to master the continuously developing and 
changing world it lives in. Humans make representations of the world they live in and of the 
interactions they are involved with. Fujita (2007) and his colleagues at the Psychology Union of the 
University of Kyoto developed a model that integrates all their cognitive studies on this matter. It is 
called the “Cosmos in the mind” and focuses on three cognitive spaces: the interaction of humans with 
a) natural reality, b) social reality and c) with internal reality (the self). 
 
In the methodology section I have articulated the acceptance of method diversity in doing research, 
the integration and competition of theories, the application of theoretical principles in practice and the 
necessity for clarifying the concepts of theories in relation to each other and reality and summarized 
very shortly some ideas of Hempel (1965). Here I would like to stress the importance of defining and 
distinguishing well the concepts we so often use in the (social) sciences like, ‘causality’, ‘event’, 
‘process’, ‘function’ and ‘mechanisms’. Van der Stel (2009) for example, explains the differences 
between some of these concepts in the philosophy of Mario Bunge (an Argentine philosopher and 
physicist mainly active in Canada, born in 1919, Buenos Aires): the concepts refer all to change; an 
‘event’ is a change in one step; a ‘process’ is a sequence of changes of the state of a concrete thing (an 
object); a ‘function’ refers to what a system does (and it often refers to some processes); a ‘mechanism’  
is also a process, but refers to how the system works and develops. And it is important to state that 
human interaction, communication and behaviour is fundamentally indeterministic and highly 
unpredictable because of its complexity (Cziko, 1989). 
 
Let me now come to the problem of how to choose a suitable theoretical framework for my research; a 
problem that leads me to formulate the following criteria for choosing a theory: 

1. Humans should be treated / handled as complex bio-psychic systems that interact with each 
other and with the physical world they live in; 

2. Humans perceive and interpret external (physical and social) and internal signals, stimuli or 
signs;  

3. Humans develop a concept of their identity, their ‘self’; 
4. Humans use physical displacement (as signs) and language to communicate to each other; 
5. Behaviour is the result of the interaction a human has with his environment and his 

brain/cognitive functions, like conscious or unconscious behaviour; 
6. Behaviour (spatio-temporal movements of bodies) can only be understood as actions that 

satisfy some need, desire or belief; 
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7. Humans make a representation of the entities and changes they perceive, into a knowledge 
base; in this respect science can be seen as a set of procedures that ensures a truthful 
representation of the dynamic world humans live in; 

8. Humans use their knowledge base to master their environment (physical and social);  
9. Humans have evolved phylogenetically (evolution) and each individual develops 

ontogenetically (from birth into an adult); 
10. Human interaction, communication and behaviour is fundamentally indeterministic because 

of its complexity. 
In a nutshell: humans can be seen as complex semantic systems that desire to ameliorate their 
environment for a pleasurable existence. They do this by sensing their environment with which they 
interact. 
 
So what to do when there is no theory that satisfies the above criteria? And what about leadership? 
If no theory can be found that satisfies the stated criteria, then we should choose a theory that satisfies 
as much criteria as possible, and try to improve it. 
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