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ABSTRACT: Practice and policy led research should be accorded higher recognition in academic 
institutions, alongside the dominant scientifically- orientated research culture.  Three reasons are 
adduced for this.  A broad-church approach to planning and policy-making involves baptising and 
using a variety of disciplines and perspectives for planning and policy purposes.  Practice and 
policy led thinking, judging and doing cannot be reduced to, and transcend the theoretical 
/empirical divide. The social location of practice and policy led research on the border between 
academia and the planning, policy and political market-place requires the development of 
assessment criteria reflecting the overlap and the tensions between the norms of these different 
institutions.  The challenge for the future is to explore these issues as part of a continuing 
conversation between academic and political institutions.  The goal is to change the world rather 
than simply interpret it. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Of two research cultures in academia, one is dominant.  It rests on traditional views of science, links the natural and 
social sciences, and retrodiction, explanation and prediction.  Its more recent origins are positivist, and disciplines 
that seek higher status often aspire to meet its epistemological norms.  It is based on a theoretical/empirical divide.  
Its primary focus is to interpret the world rather than change it. 
 
Practice and policy led research has different purposes and methodologies, emphasises different ways of knowing, 
forms of intelligence, and draws on the more humanistic traditions of the arts and humanities, rather than from the 
sciences alone.  It views practice and policy led research as not simply a subset of applied research.  Instead it 
appropriates pure and applied research for practice and policy purposes in order to improve the quality of judgment 
exercised in the practice and policy worlds.  Its primary focus is on the connections between understanding and doing 
and its purpose is to make a difference. 
 
The second culture needs a place in the sun to inform and enrich planning and policy making.  The same is true of its 
contribution to good architectural practice.  What are the reasons then for practice and policy led research to be 
accorded higher status in academic research cultures? 
 
2.  THREE REASONS FOR GREATER EMPHASIS ON PRACTICE AND POLICY LED RESEARCH 
 
2.1.   A broad-church approach to planning and policy making involves baptising and using a variety of  

   disciplines and perspectives for planning and policy purposes. 
 
If practice and policy led research uses pure and applied research for practice and policy purposes in practice and 
policy worlds, its orientation will be essentially cross disciplinary.  Good cross disciplinary work takes account of the 
integrity of the concepts used in particular disciplines, but enriches them by a process of transposition.  Sociological 
concepts of latent and manifest functions, for example, linked with an ethical understanding of intended and 
unintended consequences results in a deepening of our perception of both sociological functions and ethical 
consequences.  In turn these enrich planning and policy understanding and judgement.  
 
Cross disciplinary approaches often involve synthesis as well as analysis and link into different traditions of 
philosophy.  Aristotle, in Book VI of the Nicomachean Ethics, suggests five of the pathways by which truth is 
expressed:  pure science, art or applied science, practical wisdom and political wisdom, intelligence, and theoretical 
wisdom. 
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Of these practical wisdom and political wisdom (phronesis and politike) are the most relevant for practice and policy 
led research.  As Aristotle observes: 

 
There are two kinds of wisdom concerning the state:  the one which acts as practical wisdom supreme 
and comprehensive, is the art of legislation; the other, which is practical wisdom as dealing with 
particular facts, bears the name which, (in everyday speech,) is common to both kinds, politics, and it is 
concerned with action and deliberation (Aristotle, 1962, Book VI: 8) 
 

Later, Kant, with a different understanding of pure and practical reason posed three questions.  What can I know?  
What ought I to do? What may I hope for? In some senses, the way these three questions link epistemology, ethics 
and a secularised eschatology, presents a challenge to the dominant academic research culture and serves as an 
antidote to the much narrower tradition of British empiricism.  It is the suspicion of metaphysics embedded in this 
tradition that has contributed to the strongly scientific paradigm accorded priority in academic research culture. 
 
At the same time the Kantian questions lie also at the base of practice and policy led research.  They focus on 
knowledge, on ethics and the realistic grounds of hope for the future, taken together rather than separately, to 
encourage wise deliberation, wise judgement, and wise action to transform situations.  Michael Woolman, in his 
discussion of ways of knowing, summarises Howard Gardner’s analysis of seven forms of intelligence (Gardner, 
1989, in Woolman, 2000: 296-297).  Those especially relevant to practice and policy led research, including 
architecture and urban design, are linguistic, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, and intrapersonal intelligence. 
 
Linguistic intelligence incorporates the art of communication and persuasion.  Spatial intelligence enables people to 
perceive spatial relationships between parts of objects and other objects and to view things from different 
perspectives.  Bodily-kinesthetic intelligence is embodied intelligence related to a tacit understanding of our physical 
constitution and ability to move things around. Interpersonal intelligence is an understanding of other people, their 
purposes, motives and relationships.  Intrapersonal intelligence is about self-understanding and how it can contribute 
to wise judgement. 
 
A plurality of pathways to truth, ways of knowing and understanding, and different forms of intelligence all contribute 
to wise judgement and more effective action in planning and policy worlds.  They are not a substitute however for 
scientific method in appropriate contexts, although one of their functions is to go beyond the epistemological limits of 
the natural sciences and their law based approach to explanation.  Conversely, knowledge of laws of physics and 
chemistry is a  sine qua non for understanding and acting on issues like climate change, but strategies of mitigation 
and adaptation require more than simple knowledge of the science. 
 
2.2.   Practice and policy led thinking, judging and doing cannot be reduced to, and transcend the   
         theoretical/empirical divide. 
 
Historical analysis is crucial for planning and policy.  While they are future-oriented they are integrally connected with 
the past.  The discipline of history is not a social science and is certainly not one of the natural sciences.  It cannot 
draw on historical laws, although it does deal with generalisations. The debate over historical explanation is 
instructive (Hucker, 1968).  Historians do ask why things happen. But they do not justify their answers through 
covering laws in the form of universal hyotheticals such as ‘If C1,...., Cn, then E where C refers to conditions which 
together constitute a necessary and sufficient condition, for an event or type of event (E) to occur.  Nor do historians 
use less rigorous covering laws of the form ‘If C1,...., Cn, then probably E.  As Richard Evans notes in relation to law 
based science, generalisations transcend times and places.  A single exception would be enough to invalidate the 
law.  Generalisations that incorporate particular times and places, are not undermined by exceptions, but provide 
examples requiring further explanation. He elaborates on this by citing Allan Megill’s comments on this distinction: 

 
In historians’ language, the following invented statement counts as a generalisation...: “As a result of 
the growth of towns and trade, feudalism gave way to incipient capitalism in late medieval and early 
modern Europe.”  The “problem of generalization” as historians conceive of it, is usually the problem of 
how to get from fragmentary and confusing data to such larger assertions. But such assertions are not 
what the logical positivists, or Windelband before them, had in mind when they spoke of general laws.  
In “nomothetic” science, the desired generalizations transcend particular times and places, as in, for 
instance, this invented statement: “Wherever, within a feudal system, towns and trade begin to grow... 
then feudalism gives way to capitalism.” (Megill,1989 in Evans,1997: 58-59) 

                  
In search of answers to ‘why’ questions evidence is important.  As Margaret MacMillan maintains: 

 
History demands that we treat evidence seriously, particularly when that evidence contradicts                 
assumptions we have already made.  Are the witnesses telling the truth?  How do we weigh one 
version against another?  Have we been asking the right or only questions?  Historians go further and 
ask what a particular event, thought or attitude from the past signifies.  How important is it?  The 
answers in part will depend on what we in the present ask and what we think is important.  History 
does not produce definitive answers for all time.  It is a process. (MacMillan, 2009: 167). 
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It is for similar reasons that H. Richard Niebuhr argues in relation to ethical and historical understanding that it 
involves “an intelligence which identifies, compares, analyses and relates events so that they come to us as 
understood and having meaning.  They are also seen as parts of wholes and. as related, as symbolic of larger 
meanings.” (H. Richard Niebuhr, 1963). 
 
The problem is that history never repeats itself in exactly the same way or under the same conditions.  While we may 
learn from the past we need to do so with care.  Historical understanding is retrospective.  It does not provide a basis 
for predicting the future.  There is no nexus between retrodiction, explanation and prediction. 
 
When people and societies are involved in actions, events, and historical situations as eyewitnesses they do not and 
cannot from their present position perceive and understand the underlying historical processes of which they are part.  
These only become apparent as the future unfolds.  A person present at the storming of the Bastille in 1789 in Paris 
could not have described it as the beginning of the French Revolution.  This is for two reasons.  The French 
Revolution was a larger event, a whole, consisting of a myriad of smaller actions and events between 1789 and 1795 
in France.  An accurate description of the storming of the Bastille as the beginning of the French Revolution was not 
possible until that larger scale event took place.  Relating parts to wholes involves a process of colligation.  Also 
because the storming of the Bastille could have turned out otherwise, as an isolated protest, as something that was 
stopped in its tracks, as not resonating with other events at the time, it can be seen as an event that was historically 
contingent. 
 
Comprehensive policy systems have comparable functions to colligation in history, and also build on similar kinds of 
historical contingency.  Imagine a policy diamond with three of its points signifying policy institutions, policy cultures, 
and policy actors.  Policy actors include those who have roles within the policy institution or come from the world 
outside.  The fourth point on the diamond is the world outside the policy institutions.  This may be conceptualised as 
Mark Considine does as the political economy, the key economic relationships, or it may be seen as the 
environmental, social, economic and cultural dimensions of that world that lies outside the policy institution itself 
(Considine, 1994:9). 
 
The policy system operates over time and in different places, and the interaction between the four points in the 
comprehensive system produces patterns that are largely unpredictable and begin to become apparent only after the 
interactions have taken place.  The presence of complexity, uncertainty, diversity and change in the world outside the 
policy institutions requires a continuing conversation and detailed monitoring if policies are to remain fit for purpose 
and continue to be an appropriate and effective response. 
 
The feature of unpredictability is reinforced by human agency and by choices made that are an exercise of human 
purposes.  They also involve expressions of human freedom. 
 
As societies become more complex their vulnerability to what Nicholas Taleb calls ‘black swans’ increases (Taleb, 
2007).  Black swans are events or situations that lie outside the realm of regular expectations and come out of left 
field.  They are virtually unpredictable, and have an extreme impact.  We begin to understand them only after they 
have occurred, that is to say retrospectively.  Examples are the international financial meltdown and the international 
recession, or the leaky homes syndrome. 
 
One of the features of actions, events and situations is that they are relatively unique, and differ significantly from one 
another in different historical contexts.  In New Zealand, as David Turner argues, the aspirations of migrants from 
Britain, their desire to own property and their own homes, social relationships, building practices, the use of timber for 
construction, and means of financing, led eventually to a housing vernacular or a housing culture being formed.  It  
combined habits and inherited ethical habits involving the way to do things along with normative expectations about 
the way they should be done. It created what could be described sociologically as a Durkheimian social fact.  
Embedded in that housing vernacular as a social fact are normative expectations related to privacy, security, and 
identity (Turner, 2010). 
 
The successful implementation of a growth strategy based on the need to have higher density housing to respond to 
demographic changes and issues of sustainability cannot and should not avoid dealing with this housing vernacular.  
Auckland’s housing vernacular, for example, will act as a constraint on the Auckland Regional Growth Strategy 
unless issues of privacy, security and identity are addressed in the design of medium density housing. 
 
The effective implementation of the strategy will depend on both historical analysis about what has emerged and how 
it has emerged and sociological insights about how those particular historical developments have become embedded 
in a particular housing culture.  How can a housing vernacular be utilised, harnessed, nudged, beguiled, restrained, 
and altered so that it can contribute to wider sustainability goals?  The answer is not easily, and it will take time.  It is 
also a question of practice, of doing, rather than simply a matter of interpretation. 
 
The case being argued here is that traditional science based approaches are not sufficient.  Planning and policy led 
judging and doing are more akin to what features in ethics as a discipline and in judicial processes in the law. 
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In ethics there is often not a simple one-to-one fit between principles and complex situations, let alone a simple 
choice of a range of principles that are of moral relevance to those situations.  Principles are modified and extended 
through the process of application.  Traditionally that process has been called casuistry.  it enables principles to be 
modified to take account of radically new situations, and to inform ethical practice in contexts that are changing. This 
is not the same as applying theories to empirical data. 
Casuistry has links with the functions of case law in legal practice.  Judges work to achieve just resolution of cases 
before them through the exercise of practical judicial wisdom.  While they would not exclude the use of scientifically 
based theories supported by empirical data, to achieve this goal, they would more usually draw on experience, the 
common law, the application of statutes, different kinds of knowledge, understanding and human insights and legal 
precedent.  One of the skills judges employ is the ability to distinguish one case from another in terms of the 
application of those legal precedents. 
 
In Anglo-American contexts there is a reluctance to speak of the science of ethics or of the science of law.  This is an 
indication that an essentially scientific paradigm is considered to have limits.  This is an important point in the support 
of the claim that planning and policy judgement and practice cannot be reduced to the application of a scientific 
epistemology, but draw on more humanistically based sources as well. 
 
2.3.   The social location of practice and policy led research on the border between academia and the   
         planning, policy and political market place requires the development of assessment criteria reflecting  
         the overlap and the tensions between the norms of these different institutions. 
 
Barbara Herrnstein Smith in her review of Steven Shapin’s book on the scientific life lists a range of questions and 
attempts at answers he proposes and provides: 

 
The practices of science, it appears, are increasingly industrial in location, corporate in organisation, 
and product and profit- minded in orientation.  In the eyes of various commentators, these trends 
represent an obviously undesirable state of affairs: inhospitable to the genuine scientific vocation, 
dispiriting for the scientists involved, and seriously at odds with the sustaining norms of science itself.  
But how well do such commentators or any of us outside that world, know what industrial-corporate-
commercial science is really like?   Can we be sure that research under such sponsorship is so 
different from academic research – and necessarily worse?  Is an orientation towards marketable 
products and monetary profit inherently incompatible with the characteristic motives, satisfactions and 
personalities of scientists?  And what basis is there, anyway, for our notions of either the character of 
scientists or the nature of “science itself” (Herrnstein Smith, 12 February 2009). 

 
Imagine a thought experiment.  Address the questions raised by Shapin not to science in industry and science in 
academia, but to planning, policy and politics in planning, policy and political worlds and their relationship with 
approaches to the study of planning, policy and politics in the world of academia. 
 
How well do those of us outside planning, policy and political institutions know what planning, policy and politics in 
that context are really like?  Can we be sure that research in bodies like city councils written up in reports is so 
different from academic research – and necessarily worse?  Is an orientation towards making a difference that is 
acceptable to communities incompatible with the characteristic motives, satisfactions and personalities of planners, 
policy makers and politicians?  What basis is there, anyway for our notions about their character and the nature of 
planning, policy and politics themselves? 
 
How we answer these questions has implications for bridging the gap between those exercising a vocation in 
planning, policy and political institutions and the producers of more abstract theories and empirical studies in 
academic settings.  They present an opportunity to open continuing conversations between those working at the 
coalface with their concrete experience and those in institutions like universities.  This can also reduce the dialogue of 
the deaf between practitioners who cannot see the relevance of academic formulations to their work and academics 
who think that planners and policy makers often fail to grasp the significance of longer-term consequences and the 
theoretical assumptions that are actually guiding practice.  It will also reduce the element of caricature present in this 
description itself. 
 
The questions raised by Shapin point to three ways of focusing this continuing conversation: 
 

i. How do we discuss the telos of a university and the telos of a political institution and use the ensuing debate 
to clarify overlapping and conflicting norms? 

ii. How do we deepen the engagement about epistemology and understanding through acknowledging the links 
between social location and perspectives,  drawing on insights from the sociology of knowledge? 

iii. How do we develop criteria to establish functional equivalents between processes of peer review in academia 
and rigorous assessment procedures in political institutions in the world beyond the Tower? 
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Michael Sandel in his analysis of justice asks what is the purpose, or telos, of a university?  He notes that the telos is 
not obvious, but contestable.  One view is that universities exist for the sake of promoting academic excellence.  
Others argue that their purpose also is to serve a range of civic ideals connected with the good life.  Following 
Aristotle, he maintains that this debate about a university’s purpose is closely connected to a question about honour, 
in relation to the virtues or excellences that a university should honour or reward (Sandel, 2009, 191). 
How would we describe the telos or purpose of a political institution?  Again the purpose is not obvious but 
contestable.  One answer may be to support the inclusive common good of the individuals and communities it serves.  
Others might say it is to enable democratic local decision-making and action by, and on behalf of communities and to 
promote the social, economic, environmental, and cultural well-being of communities, in the present and for the 
future. 
 
The clarification of the purposes of institutions enables us to identify the overlapping and conflicting norms if 
relationships are to be developed between them.  it also enables the debate to take place on two different levels.  It 
allows for potential agreement to emerge or differences to be clarified and institutional integrity maintained. 
 
A second way to focus the continuing conversation is to recognise how different ways of knowing, different kinds of 
intelligence, and empathetic understanding are linked with the variety of perspectives associated with different social 
locations.  If a person claims that Auckland is an exciting, colourful and vibrant place to live, his or her social location 
influences his or her perspective on this.  A deputy mayor may well claim this is an accurate picture.  A person living 
on a low income, in a street of poor houses, and a community where violence is present, where his or her kids are not 
safe may have an entirely different perception. 
 
Approaches to epistemology need to be enriched by the sociology of knowledge.  The social location of the academic 
shapes his or her perspective as does the social location and institutional setting of the planner or policy maker or 
politician.  For this reason the continuing conversation should include a dialogue about the connections between the 
social location and perspectives of the participants. 
 
The third focus for the debate is the development of criteria to establish functional equivalents between processes of 
peer review of research in academia and the assessment processes for research in planning, policy and political 
institutions.  The assurance of quality is a feature of both although there may be differences in the methods adopted 
to achieve that goal, and the research may serve different purposes. 
 
In academia there is a tendency to intellectual hubris.  Peer reviewed academic research is considered to be of 
higher quality than mere technical reports.  But technical reports may be of higher quality, of equal quality, or worse 
than comparable peer reviewed research prepared in academic settings.  The converse is also true.   
 
3. CHALLENGES AND PROSPECTS 
 
There are challenges present in the continuing conversation suggested. One is how to deepen the intellectual debate 
about the relationships between epistemology, the sociology of knowledge, different social locations and the 
perspectives they generate. This requires the encouragement of cross disciplinary discussion and analysis, and an 
engagement that is based on movement at the conceptual borders to produce new syntheses of thought and feeling. 
This may need an increase in the range of opportunities for cross disciplinary debate in an age where specialisation 
is still predominant. 
 
A second is how to build relationships between academia and the policy and practice market place that are more 
open, respectful and equal. This is a practical task that incorporates at the project level  the formation of genuine 
partnerships where agendas are determined jointly and where responsibility for results is shared. 
 
The prospects for these challenges being met are positive. This is because of international trends that are 
contributing to a growing sense of mutual interdependence between the marrket place and higher education. The 
developing focus on knowledge economies is reinforcing the importance of research collaboration. The emphasis on 
sustainability and sustainable economic development in city-regions also depends on the creation of fruitful 
relationships between governmental institutions, academia and business. These opportunities should be siezed for 
the mutual benefits they offer. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Practice and policy led research should be accorded higher recognition in academic institutions, alongside the 
dominant scientifically – orientated research culture.  Three reasons have been adduced for this.  A broad-church 
approach to planning and policy making involves baptising and using a variety of disciplines and perspectives for 
planning and policy purposes.  Practice and policy led thinking, judging and doing cannot be reduced to, and 
transcend the theoretical /empirical divide. The social location of practice and policy led research on the border 
between academia and the planning, policy and political market place requires the development of assessment 
criteria reflecting the overlap and the tensions between the norms of these different institutions.  The challenge for the 
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future is to explore these issues as part of a continuing conversation between academic and political institutions.  The 
goal is to change the world rather than simply interpret it. 
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