Action
Science

Concepts, Methods, and Skills
Jor Research and Intervention



Chris Argyris
Robert Putnam
Diana McLain Smith




ACTION SCIENCE
Concepts, Methods, and Skills for Research and Intervention
by Chris Argyris, Robert Putnam, and Diana McLain Smith

Copyright © 1985 by: Jossey-Bass Inc., Publishers
350 Sansome Street
San Francisco, California 94104

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in
aretrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior
written permission of the publisher.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Argyris, Chris (date)
Action science.

(The Jossey-Bass social and behavioral
science series) (The Jossey-Bass management
series)

Bibliography: p. 451

Includes index.

1. Social sciences—Research. 2. Social
sciences—Methodology. 3. Action research,

1. Putnam, Robert (date). II. Smith,

Diana McLain (date). IIL Title.

IV. Series. V. Series: Jossey-Bass management
series.

H62.A663 1985 300".72 85-18054
ISBN 0-87589-665-0

Manufactured in the United States of America

JACKET DESIGN BY WILLI BAUM

FIRST EDITION
HB Printing 1098765

Code 8528






1o our students,
Jrom whowm we learn so much



Preface

Creating usable knowledge is becoming an increasingly impor-
tant topic in the social sciences. Lindbloom and Cohen (1979),
for example, have written about producing knowledge that can
be used to formulate policies. Our focus is on knowledge that
can be used to produce action, while at the same time contrib-
uting to a theory of action. The concept of usable knowledge
has produced an uneasy mixture of enthusiasm and skepticism.
It has generated enthusiasm because we need more usable
knowledge to help manage interpersonal, community, and or-
ganizational affairs. Moreover, technological spinoffs from the
physical sciences suggest that the social sciences might generate
similar benefits for social practice. But there is widespread
skepticism as well. Policies for dealing with poverty, discrimina-
tion, and unemployment bog down in the complexities of im-
plementation, and in retrospect, some observers argue that these
policies have made the problems worse. Programs for transform-
ing organizations succeed each other with the seasons, leaving in
their wake the weary wisdom that nothing really changes. Re-
sponsible social scientists may respond to these disappointments
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Preface XV

The third and probably most important purpose of this
book is to show that a community of inquiry can be created in
which the skills needed to conduct action science can be taught.
Action science cannot become a science unless its skills can be
made explicit and taught, so that successful action science re-
search is more science than art, In Part Three we illustrate how
we are teaching the skills of action science. Our approach is not
necessarily the best, and we intend to continue our inquiry into
modes of teaching action science skills. Our hope is to provide
some guidelines for those researchers who may wish to learn
and to teach these skills and, more importantly, who may wish
to conduct empirical research on how they might teach the
skills to young researchers.

Action Science is a product of genuine cooperation
among the three authors. We designed and executed the book as
equal partners.

We acknowledge the help of Dianne Argyris, Donald
Schon, and Emily Souvaine in reading parts of the manuscript.
We are greatly indebted to Marina Mihalakis, who not only
typed and retyped chapters, but did so with speed, competence,
and with a careful eye to what statements made or did not
make sense. Marina is a great team member.

Cambridge, Massachusetts Chris Argyris
August 1985 Robert Putnam
Diana McLain Smith
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