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Preface 

As a fresh consultant I wondered why my colleagues were so skeptical about re-
search methods I had learned in academia. “Don’t trust academic methods in the 
context of consulting” they warned me. “Economic theory won’t help you much. 
Talk with your client or with experts instead. They will give you more relevant 
knowledge than 20 scientific articles together”. 

During my research I experienced that academics prefer to communicate with 
each other by means of reading and writing. Talking is a relatively rare activity, as 
reading is for consultants. At universities the art of academic writing is higher val-
ued than the art of academic conversation. However, it happened sometimes that 
I was in conversation with readers of draft versions of my chapters in the Arjo 
Klamer seminar, or after a presentation at a conference but even then conversa-
tion was more difficult than I ever experienced during my consultant years. 

The direct exchange of knowledge and the goal of reaching a common opin-
ion or shared understanding do not seem to be the specialty of academics. Nor 
have I found or experienced much consensus about academic method between 
disciplines like economics, management science or philosophy, each of which has 
contributed to my thesis. Conversations with my thesis advisor who has a back-
ground in economics and rhetoric, my informal thesis adviser with a background 
in physics and members of my thesis committee with different academic and con-
sultant backgrounds showed many review perspectives: from a focus on argumen-
tation and formulation based on close reading to the view that science has to gen-
erate emotion in order to become relevant: you have to tell a compelling story 
with your research.  

The conclusions of my thesis underscore these personal observations. Aca-
demic advice reports show more disagreement and dissensus when compared to 
one another, while consultant reports show more consensus and shared under-
standing. Are consultants thus right in their suspicion towards academic theory, 
given academics’ differing views and their lack of consensus? Do academics sug-
gest too much validity of academic methods, by criticizing the quick-and-dirty 
methods of consultants? This thesis investigates these questions by reviewing how 
academics and consultants support their economic advice. 

I would like to thank all who have contributed to this thesis by conversation, 
critical reading, imagination and other forms of support: my thesis advisor, my in-
formal thesis advisor, the thesis committee, my editor, the colleagues I have 
worked with as consultant and academic, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam for the 
time to work on this thesis, family, friends, my two supporters (paranimfen) and 
Phoebe, Tibor and Frank for inspiring me at home.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Empty rhetoric or questionable research?  

Sometimes we need advice. Say you are a member of a works council and the 
CEO wants your advice about a reorganization project that will cost many col-
leagues’ jobs. Is it really necessary? The works council does not have the requisite 
expertise, so you need help from an adviser. After all, these are your colleagues 
and you have a responsibility to treat the issue with care. Or you are CEO of an 
international airport and think growth is in order, but you are aware of some nega-
tive effects. Can they be managed? What are their sizes? Will the positive effects 
outweigh the negative? You need help to answer these questions. Or you are a 
minister and want to make public transport (distribution of electricity, the delivery 
of post) more market competitive. What degree of liberalization is appropriate? 
What steps are needed to introduce liberalization? What conditions have to be 
monitored? Often the questions that require advice are so complex, the conse-
quences so big, and the interests involved so different that careful deliberation is 
needed. Consultants and academic advisers both offer their services in such situa-
tions, but which should you ask? Who can give you the guidance you need? Who 
can inform you most adequately? Who can help you to decide in the midst of 
many dilemmas? In the end you need to make your own decisions, but with an 
adviser you hope you are better prepared. 

Academics have a strong reputation regarding theoretical knowledge and qual-
ity of research. They claim they can provide clients with useful theory that may 
help them reach their ends. Consultants do not have this reputation and are even 
treated with suspicion by academics. For example, Fincham (1999, p. 341) cites 
the characterization that a consultant is ‘the guy who borrows your watch to tell you what 
time it is.’ Bloomfield and Danieli (1995, p. 39) mention in their discussion that: 
‘consultants are charlatans’ … ‘they simply tell organizations what they already know.’ Van 
Aken (2001, p. 314) argues that consultants should develop a ‘body of knowledge’ to 
free themselves from the accusation of charlatanism. Clark and Salaman (1996, p. 
85) characterize consultants as ‘witch doctors.’ Alvesson and Johansson (2002, p. 
229) write that academics criticize consultants for lack of deep knowledge, for be-
ing shallow, overpaid and immoral, and even for causing major corporate prob-
lems. Goodwin (1988), Peacock (1992), and Thornton and Ward (1999, p. 104) 
characterize the consultant as a ‘hired gun’ as opposed to the neutral, independent 
academic expert. 

Consultants respond that they are misunderstood by academics. In return they 
have little respect for academics and the academic world they have left, usually af-
ter taking their master degrees. Czarniawska and Mazza (2003, p. 277) cite con-
sultants who claim that ‘Academics are only able to talk; we do the real stuff! That’s what 
we are paid for.’ Clark and Majone (1985, p. 6) argue that academic advice often 
lacks relevance: ‘For in practice, scientific inquiry cannot discover most of the things that poli-
cymakers would like to know.’ Frey and Eichenberger (1993, p. 192) expect the rele-
vance of European economics for the economy to continue to decrease in the 
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near future. International academic journals publish ‘institution-unspecific research’ and 
no research about local or national economic questions. More recently Frey (2006, 
p. 307) claims that ‘economists in their scientific capacity should be careful about making 
claims about the influence of economics on the economy.’  

Some academics like Kieser (2002) and Van Baalen (2001) are interested in 
the phenomenon that academics show disdain for their competitors but at the 
same time are intrigued by the fact that consultants can outperform academic ad-
visers on the same sort of problem. Economists consider the price of a service an 
indicator for the economic value of that service. They rely heavily on money as an 
indicator of value, but are resistant to measuring their own services in these terms 
(Cordes et al. 1993, p. 461-465; Friedman 1986, p. 8; Kieser 2002, p. 220-221). 
Consulting economists are paid less than economic consultants for the same ser-
vice. How can that be?  

Both professions have a degree in economics or a related academic discipline, 
but economic consultants work for private consulting companies like Berenschot, 
Accenture or McKinsey. Consulting economists work at universities as full time 
researchers or as academics who sometimes participate in contract research. Con-
sultants take weeks or months for their projects, whereas academics are used to a 
much longer time horizon (Allen 1977; Auerbach 1992, p. 239). Academics there-
fore have much more time to read and know more about relevant theoretical de-
velopments. They strive to be credited for being reliable, honest and learned, in 
accordance with a tradition of centuries that has shaped their professional ethos. 
They cannot, however, compete with consultants on the same market.  

In ‘Critical Consulting,’ edited by Timothy Clark and Robin Fincham (2002), 
consultants’ advice is considered a discipline that has to be taken more seriously as 
an object of research because the academic community does not really understand 
what consultants are doing. Consultants triggered the attention of academics with 
the growth of their business in the nineties. The great riddle for many academics is 
how it is possible that consultant knowledge seems flawed and superficial from an 
academic perspective, but influential and well-accepted enough for clients to pay 
for it (Salaman 2002, p. 249, Kieser 2002, p. 212). Academics wonder how con-
sultants can do so well. Academics should outperform consultants, seems their 
implicit assumption, due to their research abilities. And since that does not hap-
pen when they do contract research, should we formulate the hypothesis that con-
sultants are better researchers?  

Some academics start to question academic methodology owing to the prob-
lems they experience when applying academic knowledge (Alvesson and Johans-
son 2002, p. 230; Argyris 1996, p. 393; Van Baalen 2001, p. 70; Berglund and Werr 
2000, p. 652; Ten Bos 2001 p. 45; Kieser p. 2002, p. 222; Salaman 2002, p. 251; 
Weggeman 2001, p. 112-115). They question their secluded position, their distrust 
of personal experience, their lack of interest in practical relevance and their preoc-
cupation with timeless, value-free knowledge and general universal principles. 

So far, few academics have explored whether consultants are better research-
ers, or if academic advisers can improve their research methods by learning from 
consultants. On the contrary: a popular academic solution to the riddle claims that 
consultants are only successful by their empty rhetoric. Salaman (2002, p. 250) re-
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fers to the characterization that ‘consultants trade in performance and empty rhetoric.’ That 
includes the suits they wear, their PowerPoint presentations, their image, and so 
on. Fincham (1999, p. 338) also refers to this view in which ‘the sheer force of rhetoric 
is emphasised.’ Though consultants tell nothing new, they tell it so nicely that most 
clients are satisfied and even motivated to go on with consultants. Rhetoric makes 
the difference. This interpretation of rhetoric equals the popular accusation of 
charlatanism.  

Academics who conclude that consultants are successful by their empty rheto-
ric seem to abandon their own norms of a serious and profound study when they 
start to analyze the work of consultants from a rhetorical perspective. Their analy-
sis excludes differences in the uses of arguments and in the use of knowledge, 
which should be part of a more serious rhetorical analysis of the riddle. Cordes et 
al. (1993, p. 476) and Klamer (2007, p. 171) have provided an example of a more 
profound rhetorical analysis. They have analyzed why politicians do not adopt the 
economic terminology of their academic advisers, claiming that politicians and 
consulting economists are divided by a rhetorical gap. That is different from valu-
ing the rhetoric of politicians as empty and the rhetoric of academics meaningful. 
These authors have analyzed rhetorical differences rather than obstruct the discus-
sion with the simplistic “solution” of academics, the claim that consultants are 
successful on the basis of their empty rhetoric. 

 

1.2 Academic advisers outperformed in competition with consultants 

Academics concerned with the suitability of their methodology in the context of 
practical economic and management advice are not alone. Since the early eighties 
the issue of the relevance and use of academic knowledge has occupied policy 
makers in the Netherlands. Academics have been pressured by the government to 
offer advice by means of contract research. The expertise available at universities 
should help solve technological, economic and social problems. Economists and 
management scientists must leave their ivory towers to help clients as consultants 
do. Academics are thus challenged to demonstrate the usefulness and applicability 
of their knowledge. 

In the early eighties contract research contributed less than 10 percent to the 
total income of Dutch universities (Overlegcommissie Economische Verkennin-
gen 1996, p. 26). More recently it has risen to 15 percent of their income or €750 
million in 2004, almost 30 percent of the budget for all research activities of all 
Dutch universities (VSNU 2006). It is reasonable to expect that economic facul-
ties, which in the Netherlands include departments for business administration, 
earn about 30 percent with contract research. For technical faculties the share may 
be higher, for the humanities possibly lower. Exact figures are hard to obtain. 

The growth of academic contract research is an indication that academic ad-
visers do well, but compared to the performance of consultants their success is 
less convincing. The consulting market grew with about 19 percent each year in 
the late nineties, which is more than twice as fast as the growth of contract re-
search by universities. The volume of the Dutch consultant market was about €1.4 
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billion in 2000 (Twijnstra et al. 2002, p. 32; 40). Issues that belong to (business) 
economic disciplines, including business administration, dominate the market for 
advice. Less dominant branches of advice are communication, IT consulting and 
other more technical issues that also belong to management consulting. IT con-
sulting is growing rapidly, however, and has even acquired traditional management 
consultancies in recent years (Kipping 2002, p. 38). 

Since the Dutch consultant market in general exceeds that of academic con-
tract research, and since the share of economic consulting as part of all manage-
ment consulting exceeds the share of economic contract research as part of all 
contract research, we can conclude that consultants dominate the Dutch market 
for economic advice. There also is a shared market, where both professions work 
on similar assignments for similar clients (figure 1.1).  

 
Figure 1.1: Academic advisers and consultants on the Dutch market for economic advice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Van Hoesel and de Koning (2005, p. 121) estimate the total market of policy re-
search at €300 million. Universities’ market share is 10 percent; consultancies and 
firms specializing in policy research have 80 percent. They also distinguish other 
small suppliers. Since Van Hoesel and de Koning count a part of the research by 
universities in the group of specialized firms on policy research, the share of uni-
versity research is somewhat larger, say, 15 percent compared to consultancies’ 75 
percent. These “educated guesses” are for the period shortly before 2005 although 
the authors do not mention which year. It is likely that these shares approximate 
the market shares for economic advice. 

Academic advisers and consultants sometimes serve the same clients or win 
the same kind of assignments. Differences between consultants and academics can 
be identified most clearly here because different assignments require different ap-
proaches. On this shared market of economic assignments (see figure 1.1), are 
questions like whether Schiphol should grow, or to what extent and under what 
conditions the electricity market should be liberalized. There are also clients that 
ask both consultants and academic advisers for advice, like the Ministry of Eco-
nomic Affairs. It is thus possible to neutralize subject and client influences by 
comparing the style of advice. We can study rhetorical differences between con-
sultants and academic advisers by means of text analysis of the reports written for 
similar clients on similar questions. These conditions have led me to formulate the 
following research question: 

 

Economic Assignments Consultants
Economic
Assignments
Academic
Advisers

Shared
Market

Dutch Market for Economic Advice Assignments
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In advising on economic questions, what differences in argumentation account for the market suc-
cess of consultants versus academic advisers? 

 
Though the academic adviser and the consultant are the main characters in my 
comparison, there are variations within these characters. Not all academics work 
as advisers. Many do not, actually. These pure academics cannot be classified as 
academic advisers; they are different characters. They do not write for clients but 
by their own initiative publish on self-defined questions, or are involved in teach-
ing. Pure academics can, however, serve as a point of reference for academic ad-
visers. It is likely that pure academics influence the attitude and professional val-
ues of academic advisers, since the status of pure academics is high at universities. 
The academic adviser character must devote a serious amount of time to contract 
research. Like pure academics, they can also lecture, hold seminars, and publish in 
academic journals. Some are successful in both kinds of research. 

Another character is the “hybrid” who is both consultant and academic. He 
may confuse the comparison. The pure academic will not, since he will not work 
for clients, so he will not write a report for them. The hybrid can write a report as 
consultant, but be an academic as well. In theory it is also possible that he write a 
report as contract researcher while being a consultant. In my comparison the insti-
tution defines the role of the character: if the hybrid writes in his role as consult-
ant for his consultancy, I consider him a consultant. If he writes as an academic in 
academic journals I consider him an academic. If he works on an assignment for 
clients in the context of academic contract research I consider him an academic 
adviser. The last possibility is somewhat theoretical though, since I have no 
knowledge of hybrids combining the role of academic adviser and consultant. 

It is likely that the hybrid is looking for opportunities to connect both roles, 
or to learn from consultants as an academic and to learn from academics as a con-
sultant. Agryris and Schön are well known examples of this character. Hybrids can 
for example work three or four days as economic consultants and one or two days 
as professors at a (business) economic or business administration department. 
Other examples are academics with consulting experiences or consultants with a 
PhD. Hybrids’ experiences are an interesting source for both the academic world 
and consultancies since they know both worlds thoroughly. They can change roles  
from the academic character to the consultant character. They often publish in 
academic journals about the consulting discipline. In these journals they compete 
“as academics” with the pure academics who write about consultants. These hy-
brids do not have personal experience with academic advice though; as consult-
ants they compete with academic advisers on the shared market of economic as-
signments. 

 

1.3 Theoretical and practical knowledge 

The work of consultants is better accepted than academic contract research by 
“practitioners” like managers or policymakers, according to indicators like market 
share and market value. Academic responses to this phenomenon vary from sur-
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prise to hostility towards consultants. Many academics judge the work of consult-
ants by their own academic standards, and their judgment is devastating. Other 
academics start to question their own methodology. They argue that one should 
investigate consultant approaches in more detail. Little research is done, however, 
to analyze how academic advisers perform in competition with consultants when 
they serve the same clients.  

Philosophy has a long tradition of discussing different forms of knowledge. 
Theoretical knowledge as produced at universities is not the only kind of knowl-
edge. Practical decision making regarding what to do this evening, how to organ-
ize your life, or what present to buy for a friend is hardly in need of scientific 
knowledge. These decisions are based on knowledge though. We apply the knowl-
edge about our friend to decide what present will suit her. Could the knowledge 
orientation of consultants and academic advisers contribute to explaining the hos-
tility between consultants and academic advisers? 

Aristotle (1985, p. 1140a) differentiates between theoretical knowledge and 
practical knowledge (phronesis). These forms of knowledge are complementary. 
Practical knowledge is based on experience and allows us to cope with changing 
realities. Theoretical knowledge investigates the stable, unchanging part of reality. 
Theoretical knowledge remains valid for a long time, whereas practical knowledge 
loses relevance if the situation changes and the knowledge has to be renewed. Ar-
istotle argues that we need to argue and deliberate to make sense of practical situa-
tions. We cannot refer to universal and general scientific knowledge if a situation 
is changing. In The Uses of Argument, Toulmin (1994) refers to this view of Aris-
totle, arguing that the orientation of scientists and logicians is too general to make 
sense of argumentation in practice.  

More recently Polyani (1967, p. 4) has introduced the concept of tacit knowl-
edge, to explain that ‘we can know more than we can tell.’ We can recognize somebody, 
but we cannot explain why. We can recognize someone’s mood, but we have dif-
ficulty explaining by what signs we know it. Therefore humans seem to be able to 
know and learn more than can be expressed in the explicit terms of science. 

Bourdieu (2002, p. 3) stresses the differences between theoretical knowledge 
and practical knowledge in a different way, claiming that it requires a theory of 
practice to reflect on the way objective or scientific theory influences practices. 
One has to shift the focus to practices to analyze theoretical practices vis-à-vis 
other practices. From the perspective of practices Bourdieu (2002, p. 123) argues 
that different fields of practice have their own universes of meaning, which often 
obey a ‘fuzzy logic of approximation.’ He claims that agents socialized within these dif-
ferent practices make use of more than the classical five senses. Bourdieu (2002, p. 
124) mentions: ‘the sense of necessity and the sense of duty, the sense of direction and the sense 
of reality, the sense of balance and the sense of beauty, common sense and the sense of the sacred, 
tactical sense and the sense of responsibility, business sense and the sense of propriety, the sense of 
humour and the sense of absurdity, moral sense and the sense of practicality, and so on.’  

Bourdieu thus argues in line with Polyani, that we know more than what we 
can learn from our five senses. The results of our other senses are needed to per-
form well in non-scientific practices. Similar arguments are made by Weinberg 
(1972, p. 213) who claims that many question are trans-scientific, meaning they are 
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unanswerable by science, or by Habermas (1988, p. 38-45) who distinguishes be-
tween five different domains of knowledge, where the domain of theoretical 
knowledge refers to academic knowledge and the domain of aesthetic knowledge 
to matters of local social practices and cultures. 

These general philosophical distinctions might apply to consultants, since 
consultants with philosophical backgrounds like Argyris and Schön have won-
dered what consultants do or should do in order to be effective. They stress the 
specific characteristics of thinking in the context of practice. Argyris stresses that 
theories have to be simple and sound to be applicable in practice. They should not 
be dependent on too many conditions and manipulation of these conditions 
should be part of the theory. Although Argyris (1996, p. 403) admits that scientific 
models can be helpful in organizing thoughts, they are often not useful in practice: 
‘The unhelpfulness came when I attempted to apply the models to creating behavior. The model is 
well beyond the complexity that the human mind/brain can cope with.’ Argyris argues that 
the attention necessary to understand scientific models or theory interrupts the 
‘flow’ that belongs to action in the context of practice. 

Schön has also criticized the applicability and relevance of textbook knowl-
edge in the context of practice. He introduced the concept of the reflective practi-
tioner to overcome the crises of confidence in professional knowledge. Profes-
sional knowledge is in the book; it is general and can be taught, although in the 
context of practice the result of this knowledge is professional incompetence: ‘the 
situations of practice are characterized by unique events.’ (Schön 1983, p.16) This ‘unique 
case calls for an art of practice’ (Schön 1983, p. 17). Argyris (2000, p. 6) argues likewise 
by stressing that professionals suffer under ‘skilled incompetence.’ Their focus is on 
knowledge generated in the past, in experimental situations, and it prevents pro-
fessionals from seeing what is happening now. The criticism by Argyris and Schön 
might apply to both academic advisers and consultants, but one could expect that 
consultants take theoretical knowledge less seriously, and that they are more in-
volved in the practical way of applying knowledge. The “art of practice” addressed 
by Schön is learnable, and with this claim Schön paraphrases Polyani by arguing 
that we can learn more than we can tell or write down.  

The philosophical clues presented above open an academic perspective to 
look at the practice of consultants compared to the practice of academic advisers. 
Apparently not all academics agree with the common prejudice that consultant 
knowledge is ‘flawed, fashionable, glib and at odds with expert, scientific academic knowledge’ 
(Salaman 2002, p. 250). From a philosophical point of view one can expect that 
consultant knowledge is at odds with scientific academic knowledge, but not be-
cause it is flawed. That criticism is made too easily. Consultant knowledge is dif-
ferent from academic knowledge, but not necessarily inferior.  

 

1.4 Academic resistance to solve the riddle 

Philosophers of knowledge are probably the first to acknowledge the merits of the 
consultant approach compared to that of academic advisers because they recog-
nize that academic knowledge is not the only kind of knowledge. An academic 
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who works within a social science discipline and applies scientific theory will have 
a less impartial position. She will believe in her own approach and therefore not 
be in a position to see whether consultant approaches better serve the knowledge 
demands of clients. Instead she will find that consultants do not meet the profes-
sional standards she feels committed to. From this academic perspective, the rid-
dle of consultants having higher fees and a larger market share remains unsolved. 

Academic advisers, scholarly academics, and reviewers of academic journals 
belong to my audience. How could they sympathize with my argument that they 
criticize consultants too easily? Why would they be willing to consider the possi-
bility that consultants are better advisers, and that current academic characteriza-
tions of consultants could be biased? These questions may generate emotional re-
sistance and skepticism since they challenge the professional values of academics. 
The possibility that consultants have a better approach in the context of economic 
advice might even frighten academic advisers into imitating the “quick-and-dirty” 
methods of consultants like writing reports in PowerPoint or giving up a neutral 
and distant position. Academics have to admit though that such fears would not 
contribute to an increase in their knowledge. 

A second reason that may cause resistance is that I am a former consultant. I 
was one of those charlatans, asking to borrow your watch to tell you the time. 
These characterizations of a consultant can undermine the sympathy necessary to 
follow my investigation. As a former consultant I am a suspicious academic. But 
the unexamined questions that seem to belong to the realm of practice and practi-
cal knowledge make the investigation worthwhile. I can think like a consultant, 
and I am able to dwell in their practice to properly analyze their strengths. An in-
sider perspective may help to understand how consultants work and think. The 
analysis of consulting done by academic advisers versus consultants requires this 
sympathy, which is scarce among pure academics due to their methodological 
standards, their skepticism, and their professional aversion towards consultants. 
As a hybrid I can feel sympathy for both. 

A third reason that can undermine the sympathy of my academic audience is 
that I intend to give academic advisers unsolicited advice. Why should academic 
advisers want to improve their advice to earn more money? They have little eco-
nomic incentive to do so. Their greatest incentives are getting nice data and build-
ing strong theories. Even given that, client agreements may prohibit the use of 
data for scientific publication. Contract research can thus harm academics’ careers, 
since they could have done the research for a scientific article. For those who do 
conduct contract research the question has relevance: consultant approaches are 
different from academic approaches and they remain in competition. Contract re-
searchers are therefore the first to be curious about whether there are valuable 
elements in the consultant approach. Who does not want to learn why they are 
outperformed by competitors, and what can be done to change the balance? 
A close analysis of the rhetorical differences between academic advice and con-
sultant advice could also help explain whether academic knowledge is hard to ap-
ply in practice. Many business scientists have an uneasy feeling about that 
(Baldridge et al. 2004, p. 1063; Argyris 1996, p. 392; Schön 1983, p. 14). Although 
the knowledge that consultants rely on does not meet academic standards due to 
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its “quick-and-dirty” character, insight into these practices could help academics 
to become better aware of their own way of filtering knowledge. Is there a part of 
the economic world that should remain hidden for academic investigation, but 
that could be explicit in consulting? The comparison could contribute to a better 
understanding of current practices of giving advice and further the development 
of a theory on advice. 

 

1.5 Preliminary expectations about the practice of both professions 

Though I believe there are possibilities for academic advisers to learn from the 
consultant approach, imitation is not necessarily the best competitive strategy. 
They could even cultivate differences to deliver an added-on service. That aca-
demic advisers would prefer a differentiation strategy due to their disapproval of 
consultant practices is to be expected.  

Consultants have developed their profession in the market from the start. 
Their ethos is the product of many experiences with many assignments. They fol-
low the demand of the market in a way they consider most appropriate for their 
clients in the long run. Part of their expertise, however, is the result of their aca-
demic educations; they are able to integrate the academic elements they consider 
valuable in practice. But their focus is to respond to client demands in a way that 
best serves the client. What they learned at university is not the primary orienta-
tion. 

Academic advisers have a background that is mainly rooted in the academy. 
Krugman (1995, p. 7) would characterize academic advisers as ‘the professors’ and 
consultants as ‘policy entrepreneurs’ (Krugman 1995, p. 10). The professors are work-
ing for clients like the entrepreneurs: ‘A professor can try to play entrepreneur – after all, 
the rewards in both money and a sense of importance can be huge. Ultimately, however, she is at 
a disadvantage, because she is too constrained by her obscure professorly ethics’ (Krugman 
1995, p. 12). Krugman thus argues that academic rules and habits give academic 
advisers strong guidance in their work. 

Because academic advisers not only believe in their professorly ethics, but also 
disdain the style of consultants we could expect that they would not integrate con-
sultant elements in their practice. Academic advisers are going to work as knowl-
edge providers, and they guarantee that this knowledge is based on academic re-
search methods and theoretical knowledge. That is their strength.  

It could even be perilous for academic advisers to imitate consultants because 
their consulting experiences are not commensurate with consultants’ academic 
knowledge. Consultants have had an academic education, but academic advisers 
have had no training in consulting – safer for them to remain in academia. They 
hardly know what consultants do, so they hardly can imitate them successfully. 

We should thus expect academic advisers to stay close to their own ethos and 
strengths. The service of academic advisers would then be more independent, 
more critical, and less sympathetic towards their clients. This expectation leaves 
room for an optimistic and even romantic explanation of why academic advice has 
a lower money value. The arts market manifests similarly. Popular music serves 
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the demands of the market better than classical music, but who would measure 
the worth of classical music in terms of its money value? Like the arts, academic 
advisers could feel superior as suppliers of classical music compared to consult-
ants as suppliers of popular music. How can we examine these expectations in 
more detail? 
 

1.6 The benefits of a rhetorical analysis 

Research is a human project, but there is a long tradition of suspicion towards the 
human elements in science. Plato and Aristotle were critical about personal ele-
ments in discussions. The force of an argument, not the personal characteristics of 
an author, should persuade; the argument by authority is thus avoided. Van Eem-
eren and Grootendorst (1992, p. 161) even discuss this argument under the head-
ing of fallacies, showing little respect for personal expertise. Today most main-
stream social scientists prefer the positivist rhetoric of impersonal objectivity. It is 
only acceptable to use experiences as inspiration for research. If experiences are 
used to justify claims that pretend to some extent to be valid, they are considered 
problematic (Popper 2002, p. 5), since experiences lack objectivity. 

However, a growing number of policy scientists, organization theorists and 
even some economists argue that positivism excludes valuable personal knowledge 
from science like values, experiences and opinions (McCloskey 1983, p. 510). They 
consider the claim that economists can be truly objective in a positivistic sense 
flawed. McCloskey says about the economic discipline: ‘Humanists dislike it for its 
baggage of antihumanist methodology. The scientists dislike it because it does not in reality attain 
the rigor that its methodology claims to achieve’ (McCloskey 1983, p. 513). 

Experiences and personal valuations matter in economic research as they do 
in economic reality. McCloskey (1983, p. 513) explicitly refers to the possible im-
provements of science by means of humanistic elements like personal experience, 
introspection, or common sense. Exclusion of experiences as a source of informa-
tion means exclusion of an important part of the subject of economics and the 
subject of economic advice as well. Advice is not only based on traditional scien-
tific arguments, but also on other elements of talk and conversation (Alvesson 
1993, p. 1007). A rhetorical analysis can acknowledge all knowledge elements as 
subject of analysis by its humanist methodology since rhetoric studies all means of 
persuasion. Analysis of these means of persuasion is relevant in the context of giv-
ing advice: we are unsure of what to do if we ask for advice, and need good argu-
ments to decide.  

The first argument in favor of a rhetorical analysis therefore is that giving ad-
vice demands arguments. Advice is about appropriate future action in a personal, 
social, economic or political context. There is no certain knowledge about com-
plex future situations; advice always has to be supported. This motivation requires 
deliberation and in the end sound or convincing arguments. In this context, a hard 
proof or a big truth concerning future situations is impossible. It is more difficult 
to deliberate about action in the future than to argue that some action happened 
in the past like lawyers and judges have to do. It requires knowledge of the values 
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and interests of the person one is trying to persuade. There is never a high degree 
of certainty that a client will benefit from recommendations. The degree of cer-
tainty a consultant can offer is different from the degree of scientific certainty. 
Think of statistical tests that suggest degrees of reliability of 95 or 99 percent to 
justify hypotheses in most social sciences. It takes too much time to apply scien-
tific techniques in the context of advice. Companies would miss their chances and 
new policies would be too late with this approach. A certainty of 99 percent is 
thus rare in the context of economic advice, but there is probability, likelihood 
and a best choice, given the limited knowledge that is available. Even a guess with 
an estimated likelihood of 30 or 50 percent can be enough to take action. But then 
it requires deliberation, good arguments, and rhetorical talent to generate convinc-
ing advice. Since a consultant cannot offer certainty, the bottom line is that advice 
should be well supported. If the subject under investigation is obviously a rhetori-
cal practice of argumentation and deliberation, rhetorical analysis is the most 
promising way to uncover that practice. Toulmin (1994) offers a framework to 
analyze argumentation in more detail and will guide me in this analysis, along with 
authors who have applied or enriched his analytical framework. Rhetorical analysis 
also helps me distinguish between different kinds of arguments, like the argument 
by cause, argument by authority or a motivational argument, based on what is 
considered as attractive or desirable. These analytical distinctions help reveal how 
consultants and academic advisers use and back these arguments in their advice. 

The second and related reason to apply a rhetorical analysis is that a tradi-
tional scientific analysis seems to ignore or disapprove of normative discussions 
about what actions or decisions are better or worse in a social and economic con-
text. In deliberations about a future course of action normative or motivational 
arguments can have a strong convincing power. Traditional positive scientific 
methodologies lack the conceptual language to discuss these normative issues. A 
rhetorical analysis can investigate them. 

The third argument is that economic advice often requires research ap-
proaches that do not meet the standards of traditional scientific censorship. This 
experience-based knowledge, these rough estimations and these expert guesses 
give necessary indications to formulate advice. Consultants prefer interviews and 
group discussions to identify and discuss possible conflicts in values, preferences 
and interests, to collect relevant experiences, or to test tentative estimations or ex-
pert guesses. Consultant approaches require personal contact, involvement and a 
kind of compassion. These accounts of knowledge do not fit well into a traditional 
academic investigation. They get labels like unscientific, fashionable and flawed, 
which imply a disapproval of a pre- or trans-scientific knowledge. Pre-scientific 
and scientific grounds and claims can both be analyzed from a rhetorical perspec-
tive as long as they are part of an argument and a means of persuasion. Therefore 
my analytical perspective to investigate differences in practice between consultants 
and academic advisers is rhetorical. 

The fourth argument to apply a rhetorical analysis of advice practices is that 
the comparison between academic advisers and consultants should be impartial. 
That objective is problematic, since there is a communication gap between con-
sultants and academic advisers. The rhetoric of academics is hardly able to gener-
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ate an understanding about what consultants do. Accusations and questions for 
better understanding dominate academic contributions to the debate. Klamer 
(2007, p. 154) would characterize that as the ‘stupidity problem.’ Academics cannot 
respect what consultants do, and consultants cannot take seriously what academic 
advisers do. It seems that the rhetorical gap results in dividing academics from 
consultants. A rhetorical analysis can subsume the communication problem in its 
investigation. 

 

1.7 Triangulation 

The views about consultants in academic literature are diverse. Academic self-
esteem and skepticism regarding academic advice compete with each other. There 
is no clear view about what advice should be, or how it should be practiced. Given 
the different views about the character of academic advice and consulting, explor-
ative research seems most appropriate to investigate the rhetorical differences be-
tween the advice practices of consultants and academic advisers in more detail. 
Case study research is one way to do explorative research. 

My conclusions are the result of triangulation, which is a common research 
strategy in case study research (Eisenhardt 1989, p. 538; Yin 2003, p. 14; 98-99). 
Triangulation means using different data sources or different theories to offer in-
sight in the same phenomenon. Data triangulation could be based on a compari-
son of observations with document analysis, or a comparison of views on advice 
practices with accounts of these advice practices. Overlap between the results 
based on these different data sources indicates that the results are more reliable. 

Although my analytical perspective is rhetorical, I will focus my research on 
two economic debates in which consultants and academic advisers give advice:  
the liberalization of the electricity market and growth of Schiphol airport. In these 
I can analyze how each profession supports its advice and evaluate how convinc-
ing their contributions are. Frey (2006, p. 304) also claims that case study research 
is a fruitful approach to analyze ‘how and to what extent economics and economists influence 
the economy’, a closely related question. 

Reports written by consultants and academic advisers are the sources to ana-
lyze contribution to the debates. The reports show how consultants and academic 
advisers argue in practice, and what research approaches they carry out. Another 
source of knowledge is literature about the ethos of both professions with respect 
to their preferred style of argumentation and their preferred research and advice 
approaches. If academic advisers and consultants do in practice what they say in 
their reflections about their practice, both sources confirm each other. These two 
sources of knowledge suffice to back my conclusions within an academic context, 
so I feel free to refer to some of my experiences as a third source of knowledge. 

The results of these three sources of knowledge need to be coherent in a tri-
angulation. My experiences will have influence on my position in the debate about 
consulting and academic advice, but they cannot legitimize conclusions without 
support by at least one of the two other sources. They also help me to be aware of 
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flaws in my theoretical discussions along the way. My experience tells me for ex-
ample that empty rhetoric by consultants is the exception instead of the rule. 

I will present some of my consultant and academic experiences at the end of 
this introduction. The consultant report of KPMG BEA (1998) in the electricity 
debate, analyzed in chapter 6, is the result of a project under my supervision. The 
outcomes of my analysis are therefore to some extent “proof by experience.” The 
proof means that my analysis does not conflict with my personal experiences, 
even though these experiences cover a mere fraction of the research domain. I 
consider it in any case a valuable addition to academic methodology. 

Though experiences or personal observations can be biased and harm the ob-
jectivity of the results, my suspicion of experience-free knowledge overrides the 
risk. It is the moment where the consultant within me starts to criticize academic 
habits. Consultants consider experiences necessary to legitimize advice. They are 
usually not sufficient grounds due to their local validity, but they are necessary to 
take personal responsibility for recommendations. 
 

1.8 Outline of the argument 

The previous sections show that in certain cases academic advisers and consult-
ants work under the same conditions: they work on similar assignments for similar 
clients. That opens the possibility to compare the consulting practices of both 
groups. Such a comparison could reveal what the professions do differently and 
why consultants create more added value for their clients. The relevance of these 
research questions is acknowledged by Salaman, who argues that when consultant 
advice is relevant to senior executives, the work by consultants is relevant to aca-
demics as well (Salaman 2002, p. 250-51).  

Answering these research questions will help to investigate whether the quality 
of academic advice can be improved. To do so, it will be necessary to analyze the 
criteria academics and consultants use to judge their own work. It is not my pur-
pose to use the criteria of one profession to judge the other profession. That ap-
proach is good for jokes and accusations. Consultants will not meet criteria of uni-
versal validity; academic advisers will not meet criteria of immediate practical rele-
vance. A clear understanding of the differences in professional criteria is neces-
sary, however, if one wishes to investigate the possibility of cross-fertilization be-
tween the two professions. Any recommendation made to academic advisers must 
result in improvements that can be judged as such by academics.  

The focus in this investigation is on differences in advice argumentation and 
the professional legitimization of these differences. How do consultants convince 
their clients? How do academic advisers? What kind of claims do they make, and 
what kind of arguments do they use? What kind of knowledge do they integrate in 
their arguments and what kind of questions do they accept? Since I intend to 
make recommendations as an academic to academic advisers, my approach should 
be in line with my own recommendations. The proof will be in the pudding. I will 
therefore not conclude with advice ‘in private’ as traditional academic economists 
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suggest (Robbins 1952, p. 150; Hennipman 1977, p. 89), but I will make explicit 
how my analysis and my advice are connected. 

A discussion about the nature of advice will be the starting point of my analy-
sis in chapter 2 and 3. Consulting economists define advice differently from phi-
losophers and language scientists. Economists consider economic advice a scien-
tific, instrumental, and value-free enterprise. Philosophers, and language scientists 
stress the deliberative and normative aspects in advice and decision making. Since 
the rhetorical practices of consultants and academic advisers will be analyzed, my 
understanding of economic advice will be inspired by philosophers, philosophical 
minded social scientists and language scientists.  

Since it is my intention to take each of both professions seriously, I will con-
tinue my analysis in chapter 4 and 5 with a characterization of the ideal types of 
academic advisers and consultants according to academics and consultants them-
selves. After this analysis of consultant and academic ethos I can analyze the dif-
ferences in practice to see if both professions meet their own criteria, or even 
some criteria of the other profession. That is the purpose of chapter 6 and 7. The 
outline of the argument is summarized in figure 1.2. A double pointed arrow indi-
cates that the chapters have to reconfirm each other, an indication of triangulation 
in the research design. 
 
Figure 1.2: Line of argument in the outline 
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Economic advice as scientific activity 
If advice is a rhetorical practice as I have claimed, economic advice should be as 
well, since it is a subspecies of advice. However, traditional economists, like other 
social scientists, deny this proposition. They consider rhetorical elements in advice 
unscientific, and define academic advice as a positive scientific activity according 
to their own standards. Economic advice should present useful information or 
theory. This useful theory should enable a client to reach his ends. Chapter 2 ana-
lyzes in more detail the traditional scientific and (business) economic view on ad-
vice as proposed by economists like Robbins, Tinbergen and Friedman. It juxta-
poses this traditional view with the critical academic perspectives of less traditional 
economists.  
 
Advice from a rhetorical perspective 
The economic definition of advice cannot cover the full breadth of advice prac-
tices. It is a very specialized form of consulting. The third chapter addresses what 
kind of practice consulting is, discussed from a rhetorical, a philosophical and a 
speech act perspective. The chapter develops the analytical framework necessary 
to analyze advice practices in more detail. The analytical perspective should iden-
tify relevant scientific and non-scientific differences between the advice practices 
of the two professions. 
 
Academic and consultant ethos 
There is a difference between espoused theory and theory in use, or between what 
people say and what people do. The analysis of ethos addresses what consultants 
and academic advisers say they do, or intend to do. Ethos addresses ideal types of 
consulting. Chapter 4 discusses the approaches preferred by consultants and aca-
demics derived from their professional ethos, which can be about how they want 
to treat their clients, their morality and what they consider relevant knowledge. 
Consultants for example consider the relationship with their clients very impor-
tant. They will maintain this relationship ‘at all costs’ (Ashford 1998, p. 101), since 
for them it the most important precondition for the acceptance of any kind of ad-
vice, critical or not. Academics appreciate a distant, independent relationship and 
are critical of the consultant-client relationship because it implies too much de-
pendence. It is by their preferred approaches that both professions present them-
selves to their clients and competitors. The preferred approach cannot be too dif-
ferent from the approach both disciplines show in practice, since that would un-
dermine their professional ethos and integrity. 
 
Espoused strategies of advice argumentation 
Since economic advice is built on arguments and made of language, the analysis of 
advice argumentation is a promising perspective to identify differences between 
the approaches of academic advisers and consultants in more detail. Chapter 5 
compares the preferred argumentation strategies of both groups. These – like the 
preferences regarding the explicitness of conclusions, the attention to rebuttals or 
the preference for motivational or substantive arguments – are part of the profes-
sional ethos in general. These dialectical preferences have to correspond to the 
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more general aspects of ethos discussed in the previous chapter. The chapter con-
cludes with hypotheses about the espoused argumentation strategies. 
 
Advice argumentation in practice: two economic debates 
Do consultants and academic advisers practice what they preach? This question is 
subject of a double case study presented in chapters 6 and 7. The first case pre-
sents argumentation in five academic and five consultant reports that contribute 
to the discussion of Schiphol’s growth and growth conditions. The second case 
analyzes the contributions of five academic and five consultant reports on the de-
bate about the economic effects of liberalization in the electricity sector. In each 
case the questions are related, the subjects are similar, and all advisers work for 
clients involved in the same debate.  
 
Differences between consultant and academic advice 
Chapter 8 will conclude the research by comparing differences in argumentation 
practices between both professions and across the two cases. The chapter will also 
show that consultants act more in accordance with their ethos than academic ad-
visers. Although academic advisers come close to consultants in some respects, 
their adapted approach still differs from the consultant approach. Their adapta-
tions are so fundamental that it is problematic that they still pretend to work ac-
cording to their academic ethos. 

 
Advice on advice 
In the last chapter the academic adviser in me is challenged most extremely: what 
can I recommend in the end after so much research? What are implications of the 
current practices for clients? Can the academic discipline claim advice as one of its 
provinces? How should it be conceptualized and performed? It is a test in itself. 
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Interlude: diary notes 

My own character is that of a hybrid. I was an economic consultant for six years 
and have been an academic at a faculty of economics and business administration 
for six years. I can reflect on consultant practices and academic practices from the 
inside. Let me therefore illustrate first some consultant practices by telling what I 
experienced at KPMG Bureau voor Economische Argumentatie, after I left uni-
versity with a Master’s degree in economics and philosophy. What I experienced 
was culture shock. Following that I will characterize academic practices as I ex-
perienced them at Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. 
 

Reflections on my consultant experiences 

The consultancy I worked for was active in the field of (business) economic ad-
vice. Different consultancies have different practices, so this story will be narrow, 
specific to one consultancy. Many of my experiences can be recognized in con-
sultant literature and in the practices visible in reports written by consultants, 
where the same themes will be addressed in a more objective way. 

 
Entering the building 
You visit a consultancy by car and often park in convenient visitor parking. Upon 
entering the building you see a reception area and welcoming receptionist. If you 
walk through the building, you will hear laughter and see that people meet and 
greet each other. Some rooms are empty, but rooms where consultants are work-
ing will have their doors open. If a consultant sees that you are lost or looking for 
someone, she will probably ask if she can help. 

 
Many moralities 
The first assignment I had to work on was about the economic impact of addic-
tion treatment. The Dutch government regularly questions if addiction treatment 
is worth the price. Most addicts fall back after treatment. The interest of our client 
was to show that addiction treatment could reduce social costs like criminality or 
low labor productivity despite its limited effectiveness. This economic argument 
would convince the government to support addiction treatment in the future.  

I liked this assignment, since I was eager to show reduction of social costs. I 
considered addiction treatment a useful institution in our society. Soon I became 
the “expert” on addiction. That happens after one assignment in most consultan-
cies. Therefore I got a second assignment on gambling, since gambling caused ad-
diction problems as well. We had to estimate the economic impact of a new law 
concerning gambling. The government had invented new restrictions to reduce 
the number of addicted gamblers. I personally agreed with the purpose of this new 
law. Because the restrictions would result in a loss of sales and in turn lower the 
sector’s employment, we were asked by the branch organization of private casinos 
to investigate the negative economic consequences for the sector. 
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I had problems arguing this case. I did not like private casinos at all, and I 
knew that addicted gamblers stole my bikes even more often than drug addicts. I 
had to do economic research in a context of conflicting interests and values. This 
kind of economics was part of a social world. The academic economists who 
trained me had been silent about these interests and values, as if they were not 
subject to economic deliberation. That was strange, since I really had to tell an 
economic story. The story was about the assessment of effects perceived from dif-
ferent points of view. It was not that I had ignored courses about values in eco-
nomics, but they were about scarcity, utility, welfare or the importance of egoism 
for the economy, but these values and motives were always discussed on a high 
level of abstraction. Now economic deliberation had to do with real and different 
interests, real and diverse purposes, real restrictions and the estimation of concrete 
measures with real impact. They were related to the many moralities and interests 
in the economic world. 

I got personally involved in these assignments. I was bothered by and enthu-
siastic about them. Real economics had to do with clean and dirty hands. It was 
about actions, strategies, objectives. It was about concrete utility for real organiza-
tions or interest groups. The economic world became diverse, dynamic and de-
pendent on the responsibilities of economic actors. It was not a thing to analyze 
and describe while remaining an outsider. In this economic world I played a role 
and therefore had to take responsibility for the reports I wrote. 

My firm accepted the gambling assignment as a case of economic advocacy. 
In such cases the ethos of my company was to provide a client with valid argu-
ments, since no client will benefit from false or wrong arguments. That gave some 
hold over my misgivings. It was a guarantee that I would not be pressed to sell 
nonsense for truth. 

While I carried out this assignment critically, the consequence of it was that I 
changed my views. I learned to understand the interests of the private casino own-
ers. They were not treated like Holland Casino, their main competitor. The na-
tional government had a financial interest in Holland Casino, so equal treatment 
was not in the interest of the government. Therefore it was strange indeed that the 
proposed new restrictions affected only the private casino owners, not Holland 
Casino. The private casino owners had a case. To me it seemed even better in the 
end that Holland Casino had a strong competitor, also regarding their addiction 
prevention program. 

I also learned that normative economic principles like the importance of equal 
competition or the rule not to waste money in the case of addiction treatment 
were more useful in practice than in economic models that could explain reality in 
positive terms only. I could not use those explanatory models in my assignments. 
At best these models could serve as a starting point for some economic delibera-
tion. In the context of economic advice many discussions are based on principles, 
criteria, and value judgments.  
 
Keep it simple 
As junior consultant I learned that consultants write such that their advice should 
not take much time to understand. Their presentations should make visible to the 
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client the practical relevance of the analysis. Recommendations should be pre-
sented in a way that clients are encouraged to implement their advice. Advice 
should be helpful. For those reasons consultants write as transparently, concretely 
and simply as they can. They avoid complex sentences and illustrate concepts, re-
lations or changes visually with graphs and figures. 

As a junior I had to write a proposal to convince a prospective client that we 
could help them. My project manager was really angry with my proposal. I did not 
understand. I had worked hard and developed an interesting perspective for our 
prospective client. It was too good for the wastepaper basket. So I got angry too, 
and my project manager invited our managing director to mediate. Maybe he 
could settle our dispute. I explained that my point was in the middle of the fourth 
page, after three pages of explaining why several other perspectives would not 
work. The managing director explained to me that, however interesting my point, 
the project manager got angry with the three useless pages he had to read – and 
then gave up reading the proposal. In consulting, start with what you really want 
to say. This lesson was exactly contrary to what I had learned at university. 

Consultants make choices about what is important as soon as possible. They 
discuss these choices with their client. To put everything they know in a report is a 
waste of everyone’s time. We therefore chose a structure in our reports that 
started with conclusions and the main supporting arguments, since conclusions 
and advice are more important for a client than knowledge about a research 
method, detailed findings or backings. 

Factual writing is another instrument to keep an analysis simple and convinc-
ing. A client can respond to facts or concrete numbers directly: they are presented 
correctly or not and most clients are able to judge that because they have knowl-
edge about their field. A consultant report can argue one step ahead of the facts 
derived from interviews, inquiries or statistics. More speculation makes a report 
too complex and too risky in its consequences. So I learned that a consultant re-
port should be strongly related to common sense notions. Economic predictions 
made by consultants are thus different from academic predictions based on com-
plex scientific models. They are more like expert guesses based on evidence. 
 
Use knowledge more than theory 
As consultant I learned that the ultimate purpose is to give advice. Economic the-
ory, statistical information, and observations or knowledge by experience are 
means that can contribute to your advice. In preparing advice, knowledge, which 
is close to observation, is often more useful than a theory that relates variables. It 
is knowledge about what the case is, what is wrong, and what can be improved 
that is useful. 

During an assignment to improve ethno-marketing of small and medium en-
terprises we used Kotter’s marketing mix as concept. The mix (product, price, 
place, promotion) explains to some extent the success of a marketing approach, 
but that was not what we looked at. Our question was to identify what elements 
of the marketing mix could be used to reach specific ethnic groups. The employ-
ees in the shops, not just the products, were ethno-sensitive; both were culturally 
embedded. We thus used the marketing mix as a checklist to identify elements of 
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the mix that could be ethno-sensitive by talking to businesspeople, considering 
their strategies, and discussing expectations by reflecting on experiences.  

If knowledge already exists a consultant will use it. Many economic and busi-
ness statistics were part of our library. We used them to look at unemployment 
rates and demographic developments, but we hardly looked at correlations. Theo-
ries like Porter’s Five Forces, or market typologies like monopolies or oligopolies 
were sometimes a point of departure, but these rather simple or global theories 
were often too general, abstract or idealized. The more detailed or specialized 
theories had even less relevance. Since the cases an adviser has to cope with are 
interdisciplinary, a microscopic approach often fails. My colleagues had much re-
serve towards economic models that described dependencies or causal relation-
ships and I developed the same suspicions after some years of experience. In real 
life we cannot use a ceteris paribus argument. We tried to imagine possible scenar-
ios instead. Different things can happen and as a consequence an economy can go 
different ways.  
 
Quick-and-dirty research 
Only if we could not find relevant knowledge in documents, in our own track re-
cord of assignments or at the client’s office did we do research, but never more 
than necessary. If three semi-structured interviews were enough to draw conclu-
sions in combination with our experience and some desk research, we left it at 
three. If we could give a sound advice that way, it was fine with us. Our clients 
agreed most of the time if we discussed the proposal. 

I had difficulties accepting this research style at first, and had animated meth-
odological discussions with my project manager. “We cannot say this,” I would 
protest as we made a proposal. My project manager replied, “Academics cannot 
say this, but we can. That’s why our clients ask us.” We had better opportunity to 
deliver at least some results by our “quick-and-dirty” methods. Some indications 
are often enough to draw tentative conclusions, and tentative conclusions are bet-
ter than no conclusions at all in the minds of most clients. In practice we often 
have to decide this way.  

It is hard to convince junior consultants who have left university that they 
have to use non-academic standards to assess knowledge. They have to learn that 
in the context of consulting the production of general valid knowledge is no 
longer the ultimate purpose. I learned that research should be done only if it is 
useful in the local context of your advice. If 80 percent of the information can be 
uncovered with 20 percent of the effort then leave the last 20 percent of informa-
tion to the academics. Consultants know their style is quick-and-dirty from an aca-
demic point of view. They have their own means, though, to correct flaws in their 
approach if necessary. These are common sense, experiences in similar situations, 
and a kind of intersubjective testing based on critical discussion of their findings 
with clients, stakeholders or colleagues. 
 
Start thinking soon 
When one of the founding managers of our consultancy left us, he mentioned 
some of the lessons he got from his experience as manager and consultant. One 
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was that a consultant has to formulate conclusions as soon as possible. It makes it 
easier to write a report when the conclusions are at least tentatively known. You 
can test your conclusions in interviews and in conversations with the client and 
client stakeholders. It proved to be one of the most important lessons I got from 
an experienced consultant, and it took years to make progress in this respect. This 
ability depends on experience. It is an ability to “see” directly what an economic 
situation is like and what is needed to improve it rather than analyzing all prob-
lems in detail. It is like learning to read: first you have to spell each word, later you 
recognize words and sentences as a whole. 

Knowledge by experience and tacit knowledge are key words concerning the 
ability to draw the right conclusions fast. It is part of seniority, which means 
something to consultants. Seniority also includes personal strength and authentic-
ity. Can you take responsibility for your conclusions? Can you criticize or correct 
your client? Can you confront a client with unpopular conclusions? Do you have 
the ability to push a client gently and yet firmly? Consultants are actors in a social 
world, where interests are powerful forces. They need personality along with ex-
perience. These abilities are not academic, but they are needed to act in the social 
context of economic life. 
  
Be open to criticism 
Teachers at different universities had familiarized me with critiques and criticism. I 
considered myself a critical academic. After all, I studied philosophy. When I 
started consulting my project manager warned me that if I asked for a critical read-
ing of my pieces, I would get them back decimated: “We take criticism more seriously 
than you’re familiar with.” My colleagues took their time and I got my experience. 
The reason: failures are expensive for consultants. “It takes twenty good assignments to 
compensate the damage to your reputation by one failed project,” one manager told me. Even 
now, as an assistant professor, I consider consultants more critical than academics 
in reading their colleagues’ work. The only exception I know is the anonymous 
scientific review of an article. The face-to-face criticism that consultants regularly 
endure is rare at my department, at seminars and conferences, and in my PhD the-
sis discussions. 

Academics prefer to leave their colleagues in peace: “It is not my field; that is not 
my expertise.” Academics seem rather indifferent and work in isolation compared to 
consultants. Consultants do not leave the world in peace. They like drama. They 
challenge each other. They acquire expertise as soon as they start thinking about 
an issue. That consultants are more critical than academics stems from their social 
involvement. In the end you have to give advice. You are responsible, you engage. 

However, academics are not necessarily friendly characters. They are able to 
give a harsh kind of criticism as well, like their criticism towards consultants or 
criticism meted out during some PhD defenses. The harsh kind of criticism often 
results from a clash between the criteria of different professions, disciplines, 
schools or paradigms. The criticism of consultants is different, more close to the 
recipient. 
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Engage with your client 
Consultants can criticize their clients in several ways. Rarely do they accept the 
formulation of an assignment at once. A client often has a biased view regarding 
the reasons that make advice necessary. I learned how to convince a client that the 
real problem could be different, or that the assignment had to be formulated dif-
ferently to get a more valuable outcome. I also learned to invest in an open at-
mosphere, necessary for an open and critical dialogue. As a consultant I had criti-
cal and analytical abilities, but no ready solutions. We could not tell a client what 
to do immediately, but we could help a client understand the proportions of the 
problem, what matters and what does not, what solutions are possible, and which 
choices would be helpful. 

A consultant needs some intuition for questions that matter. He has to be 
aware of bias in the client’s understanding, like a psychotherapist. The sooner a 
client is confronted with a faulty formulation of the assignment the better. It has 
consequences for client expectations too. Clients cannot leave their problem en-
tirely to a consultant, though many like to do exactly that. Therefore a consultant 
has to critically manage the expectations of a client. A client expecting too much 
will be disappointed in the end, a poor outcome for both consultant and client. 

A traditional academic expert adviser would take the client’s formulation of 
the assignment as starting point, work on the problem alone and present the solu-
tion after some weeks or months. That model may fit the academic contract re-
searcher, but consultants do not like this distance. One of my colleagues once 
asked me to know within the first three days the setup of my client’s organization, 
the jokes, the kind of conversation, and the atmosphere in order to know how to 
approach and remain close to a client. For consultants this is important. 
 

Personal reflections on academic research practices 

My source of inspiration to characterize academic practices is what I teach as con-
ventional wisdom to students who write their master’s theses, my experiences with 
writing scientific articles, and the conversations I have had about writing my PhD 
thesis. These experiences apply only indirectly to contract research, but I expect 
that academic advisers are influenced by the conventional academic rules and hab-
its I will discuss. I conclude this reflection with two situations in which I worked 
with academic advisers. 

 
Entering the building 
If you enter a university you find yourself in a huge entrance hall. You have to 
look for someone who can explain where to go. Often it is a different building. If 
you have the right building, you have to look for the right floor. As you walk to 
your destination you see closed doors. Sometimes you notice a light through the 
door’s transom, but most often the room is empty. Most researchers work alone 
in their rooms. You rarely encounter a conversation, you do not hear laughter. 
What happens in those rooms? 
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Motivate your research question 
Academics define their own questions, so they have to argue that their research 
question is worthwhile. Consultants, on the other hand, answer questions brought 
to them by a client. An academic research question should have scientific rele-
vance, which means that it relates to other questions discussed in academic litera-
ture. Academic journal entries have to convince anonymous reviewers that the re-
search question fits well into ongoing scientific debates. The research question is 
made more powerful by reference to unsolved scientific debates. The introduction 
and the first two chapters of this book serve that purpose.  
 
Leave room for ambiguity 
Consultants state their research question in explicit terms. Some academics with 
philosophical interests may argue that it impossible to cover the complexity of a 
research question in one sentence. My thesis adviser suggested skipping the “one 
sentence formulation” of my research question for this reason. Academics want to 
go into detail. If one sentence is not enough to cover important details, they use 
more text. This academic habit, which I once embraced, was challenged by the 
consultant point of view. Consultants force themselves to summarize their inter-
pretation of a complex research question. They try to make sense of complexities, 
although they know their understanding is not perfect. They are pushed to solve 
problems, not create them. 

As consultant I learned to acknowledge that complex representation in words 
does not necessarily help understanding. It is often helpful to try come to the 
point in a one-sentence research question, and to elaborate on context and limita-
tions. In that sense I try to integrate consultant elements in my own academic 
work. This approach does not deny complexities but insinuates them with inter-
pretation. Although I integrate consultant elements in this thesis, it is an academic 
piece of work, inspired by a thesis adviser who appreciates the “many questions” 
approach. 
 
Develop hypotheses 
After the formulation of a research question, academics have to answer it by 
means of prior research and existing literature. It is not formulated to answer the 
question right away by means of empirical research. Consultants, on the other 
hand, try to generate conclusions as soon as possible based on their experience, 
their tacit knowledge, and what they learn from interviews. They redefine these 
expectations throughout the assignment. Literature is of little importance in their 
research. 

I was a consultant as I started this research. My first idea was to begin the re-
search with interviews and a report analysis, but the common academic approach 
is to start with a literature analysis. A PhD thesis has to meet these standards. That 
was the first intervention of my thesis adviser: “Start reading.” The interviews were 
first postponed and are now gone from my research approach; instead I have re-
viewed or “interviewed” literature written by consultants and academic advisers 
about the professional ethos of both professions. Academics prefer text sources 
over oral sources. 
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Reviewed articles are a better source than books and reports 
Within the academic community is a hierarchy of knowledge whose lowest level is 
experience, personal knowledge, and anecdotal evidence. At the top of the hierar-
chy is research reported in the anonymously reviewed A-journals. Inspiration can 
come from anywhere, but an academic journal publication properly legitimizes its 
findings. My experience with such a journal was that they did not like a citation 
from a newspaper to illustrate the relevance of a research question; the source was 
not “scientific.” References to recent articles in other scholarly journals were pre-
ferred. Since books are not anonymously reviewed like articles, they have a lower 
status in most academic disciplines, except for some classical texts. For consult-
ants the hierarchy of knowledge is almost upside down. Experience based knowl-
edge is valued most; theoretical knowledge is at best a good point of departure. 
  
Show your research method 
Academic traditions that relate to a new research project must be mentioned. I 
have referred to the philosophical tradition of distinguishing knowledge based on 
experience from theoretical knowledge. It is part of the academic method to refer 
to these approaches in order to relate them to your own methodological stance. 
Transparence is also required concerning the empirical research approach. Why a 
double case study for example? It contributes to certainty of the conclusions when 
the expectations based on literature research and the empirical findings point in 
the same direction, as part of a triangulation. If the empirical research adds new 
knowledge, the results should at least not conflict with the literature, and different 
empirical sources should confirm each other. Academics are traditionally very 
conscientious in this respect. It is academic to be sensitive to the limits of theory 
and of method. Academics feel comfortable if they can point to these limits in a 
critical way, if they can discuss or criticize the validity of knowledge claims, the 
generality of conclusions or the benefits of a methodology. The anonymous re-
viewer will always ask: “Why should I believe you?” or “How do you know?” 
 
Self-censorship 
Every academic researcher imagines the reactions of the potential critics in her 
implied academic audience. Many possible outcomes will be eliminated by the au-
thor due to self-censorship. Academics are scary in that sense, compared to con-
sultants. Academics know that tentative conclusions, personal judgments, experi-
ence-based support or anecdotal evidence will not easily satisfy the anonymous 
reviewer, even though the results could be right, because the necessary scientific 
legitimization fails or is not strong enough. Consultants can publish their reports 
when they are convinced of the conclusions despite the weaker, experience-based 
methodology they prefer. Academic advisers have to acknowledge their implied 
academic audience as a point of reference. They write as academics, and bad scien-
tific quality of a report can be held against them by their academic colleagues. 
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Keep a neutral position 
PhD and Master’s students have thesis advisers who judge the quality of their aca-
demic work and give advice on how to improve it. Anonymous reviewers criticize 
the draft of an article and often suggest improvements. These kinds of valuations 
concern the quality of scientific work. Academics are therefore not value free about 
their work, but many try to be value free or neutral in their work. Their task is to 
analyze what “is” regarding their research subject, not to tell how something 
ought to be. Scientists prefer to be neutral observers and analysts. They do not say 
what is good or bad, or what the purpose of a policy should be. 

In an article I wrote about the span of control (Bouwmeester et al. 2005) I 
found that in different but similar departments of a hospital the span of control of 
managers was different. Managers who were medical specialists had a span of con-
trol of 15 employees. Managers without a medical background had a span of con-
trol of 34 employees. I had difficulties explaining this difference, which is a task of 
scientists, but I had even more difficulties arguing in favor of one or the other. 
That would imply that some of the tasks of the managers with the smaller span of 
control were not necessary, or that the quality of management with the larger span 
of control was insufficient. I could not make these valuations. I was bound by 
“neutrality.” As a consultant I would have approached this problem differently 
and discussed the span of control critically from a normative point of view. Valua-
tion would then have been part of the investigation from the start. 

In this book I approach normative questions from the perspective of aca-
demic and consultant ethos: what do they consider a good professional practice. 
Scientific practice is a domain where even academics do make explicit normative 
statements. 
 
Keep a distant position 
I have had only two experiences with the work of academic advisers, but they lead 
to similar conclusions. Academic advisers seem unaware of their clients’ interests. 
In one assignment we subcontracted an academic adviser from the Faculty of 
Law. It was hard to explain to him what our expectations were and what contribu-
tions would be in the interest of the client. It took several rounds of feedback to 
point him in the right direction. He had difficulties internalizing the interest of the 
client in his work. The second example concerns an interview with two academic 
advisers who were working for an organization of private casinos like I did. Dur-
ing the interview I sensed that the academic advisers were willing to limit the 
scope of their research to those questions that were most likely to support the pre-
ferred conclusions of their client. We discussed how far one can go in this client-
pleasing direction. Strangely enough, the academics were willing to phrase their 
research question in any direction, which is consistent with the instrumentalist ex-
pert view on advice. The client defines what knowledge has to be delivered. As a 
consultant I wondered about this approach, especially since this client had critical 
stakeholders. It would not be in the client’s interest to present a one-sided argu-
ment. I convinced the client (working as a ghost writer) that a more balanced ar-
gument would show that the client understood the concerns of his stakeholders. 
The academic advisers I talked to did not feel this responsibility. 
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2. Economic advice as scientific activity 

Consultants and academic advisers compete on the Dutch market for economic 
advice. Academics wonder why consultants enjoy success despite what they con-
sider weak methodology, empty rhetoric and superficial analyses. Academic 
economists are paid less and have a smaller market share. Riddle-solving sugges-
tions vary from the ironic – attributing supernatural powers to consultants by 
characterizing them as witchdoctors (Cark and Salaman 1996) to the disrespectful 
– calling consultants “charlatans” (Bloomfield and Danieli 1995; Van Aken 2001).  

Academics evaluate both consultant and academic research. Academic 
economists have established a hierarchy between pure academic research and aca-
demic advice or applied research. At universities theoretical academics have a 
higher standing than academic advisers (Frey and Eichenberger 1993, Klamer 
2007, p. 42). A sign of this phenomenon is that theoretical academics do not cite 
academic advisers but academic advisers freely cite theoretical academics. Aca-
demic indicators of quality are citations by others and publications in peer-
reviewed A-level journals. Theoretical academics thus work for an academic audi-
ence and strive to meet academic standards. These pure academics are more suc-
cessful at pure academic work because the research topics of academic advice are 
too local and too institutional to be published in A-level journals. The importance 
of A-level publications is still growing, especially at European universities due to 
American influences. As a consequence the scientific relevance of academic advice 
and applied research is debatable at universities. For most academic scholars giv-
ing advice is a ‘waste’ of time (Frey and Eichenberger 1997, p. 38). 

Discussing academic advice has long been a tradition within the economic 
discipline. Some economists consider it an activity that theoretical economists 
should only perform in private (Alvey 2000). Others regard it as part of related 
academic disciplines like normative economics or even social philosophy (Fried-
man 1970; 1986), but most economists take the view of Robbins (1952) or Tin-
bergen (1956): academic advice is a scientific economic activity that is part of ap-
plied economics. According to this most dominant, traditional view (Nelson 1987, 
p. 53), economic advice can only be labeled “science” if it is limited to positive 
instrumental or technical research. In policy sciences the same instrumental line of 
thought dominates the concept of academic expert advice (Weinberg 1972; Ma-
jone 1989). The client, manager or policymaker defines objectives or preferences 
and the adviser identifies the most efficient or effective means to realize them. 
These restrictions make academic advice scientific in a positivist sense.  

This chapter identifies how economists characterize academic advice. A first 
step in figuring out what consultants and academics do differently is to define 
economic advice from a scientific perspective. I then consider criticisms in aca-
demic literature regarding the traditional economic definition of academic advice. 
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2.1 Economic advice in theory 

Within the limits of possibility, academic economists figure out how the economy 
works, identify economic cause-effect relations, and develop theories about the 
economy. These are positive theories, models about “what is.” Academic advisers 
thus know economic causalities that may identify how to realize intended conse-
quences. That is interesting for clients who need advice. If the objective is to im-
prove profits, the economist can propose, for example, the means to cut costs or 
to increase sales. The question is: What advice can academic economists give 
while remaining within the limits of scientific advice? Opinions differ. 

 

The positivist turn: economic if-then advice 

Today the positivist view in economics dominates. Nelson (1987, p. 52) character-
izes this positivist perspective as ‘progressive’ in the sense that it ‘introduces scientific 
methods and techniques’ that can contribute to human progress. There are many well 
known economists who illustrate this view, like Robbins, Tinbergen and Fried-
man. I will discuss the views of these authors with respect to their conceptualiza-
tion of economic advice. 

Robbins (1952, p. 16) claims: ‘Economics is the science which studies human behavior 
as a relationship between ends and scarce means with alternative uses.’ Robbins argues that 
scarcity gives products economic relevance. With this definition he criticizes the 
preceding materialist approach that focuses on wealth without acknowledging the 
importance of scarcity. A second essential characteristic of Robbins’s view is the 
introduction of an economic “choice” between alternative means to reach a pre-
ferred end. 

According to Robbins, “economic” as an adjective means: ‘the securing of given 
ends with least means’ (1952, p. 145), which implies efficiency. He claims that his 
definition of the economic approach fits all economic questions, including: ‘ques-
tions of “internal” organization and administration’ since ‘factors of production are distributed 
between the production of different goods by the mechanism of prices and costs’ (1952, p. 71). 
As a consequence economic advice could recommend which alternative scarce 
means would be most appropriate to realize the most preferred end. 

Robbins (1952, p. 149) argues that the applied economic argument always has 
the following structure: ‘”if you want to do this, then you must do that.” “If such and such is 
to be regarded as the ultimate good, then this is clearly incompatible with it.”’ When an eco-
nomic adviser works along these lines, the “if-then” advice is value-free and also 
‘scientific’ (1952, p. 121). The if-then relation in the advice argument refers to a 
causal relationship, which should be part of accepted positive economic theory. 
Robbins is a classical positivist in his characterization of scientific statements: he 
refers to ‘verification’ as the way to prove the scientific character of knowledge 
(1952, p. 149). 

Robbins argues that: ‘Ends as such do not form part of this subject-matter. Nor does the 
technical and social environment. It is the relationships between these things and not the things in 
themselves which are important for the economist’ (1952 p. 38). Economic “if-then” advice 
according to Robbins should take the ends of a policy or strategy as given since 
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‘there are no economic ends’ (1952, p. 145). Robbins’s approach is therefore neutral 
with respect to ends. Ends, values and preferences are a starting point for econo-
mists. They are not a result of scientific economic inquiry.  

Tinbergen argues likewise that political goals cannot be the result of applied 
economic research. They have to be input for an economic argument. Tinbergen 
(1956, p. 1) argues that economic policy advisers can contribute to an economic 
policy by: 
- description of the process of economic policy; 
- methods for judging the consistency of the aims and means used in a number of types of eco-

nomic policy; 
- methods for indicating the optimum policy to attain given aims.’ 
 
These three contributions are both economic and scientific. Tinbergen (1956, p. 1) 
argues that the discussion about the aims of a policy ‘is based on intuition’ and there-
fore no longer a scientific contribution. Although part of the development of eco-
nomic policy, the economic adviser should not take responsibility for the reflec-
tion on policy objectives as such. The politician has to decide these himself, just as 
a manager has to decide about a business policy. Blinder (1997, pp. 3-4) explicitly 
supports the organizing power of the instrumental view of Tinbergen from his 
perspective as central banker. He considers it ‘enormously useful’ to think along the 
lines of defining objectives, selecting instruments, defining a model that relates 
instruments and objectives, and applying the model by estimating its variables. As 
a central banker he knows academics do not want to specify the goals, but he still 
sees many areas where academics could contribute to the process of policymaking, 
like estimating variables, investigating causalities, and presenting the bigger eco-
nomic picture. 

The positivist view on advice is adopted by other policy scientists as well: ‘the 
scientist and science provide the means; the politician and politics decide the ends.’ (Weinberg 
1972, p. 209). Traditional scientists who give advice to governments or firms thus 
aim to deliver expert knowledge. The knowledge should be ‘usable,’  but also neu-
tral and value free (Haas 2004, p. 573). 

Normative considerations about goals and preferences are the inputs for an 
economist responsible for applied research or economic advice. Nelson character-
izes this as the currently accepted view by most economists: ‘the proper role for an 
economist is typically regarded as that of a professional expert who advises government in techni-
cal and scientific matters and takes social values and political preferences as given’ (1987, p. 
53). Clients state their preferences and economists identify the most efficient way 
to realize them. The client has to decide if the end is worth the sacrifice. 

Tinbergen (1956), Robbins, and contemporary economic policy advisers like 
Stiglitz (1998, p. 52) still advocate the position that economic advice should an-
swer positive research questions. They claim it is the responsibility of politicians, 
managers, and consumers to define their ends and articulate preferences. The aca-
demic adviser’s task is to determine the consequences of alternative policies. 
Stiglitz (1997, p. 110) thus argues in favor of specialization on positive economic 
advice rather than giving political advice. He adds that political objectives and in-
terests are articulated better in policy discussions than within economics, which 
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also is an argument to focus on positive economic questions. The positivist view 
of economic advice is thus held by many scholars. 

Robbins (1952, p. 152) gives as motivation that concentration on positive eco-
nomic questions enables economists to concentrate on the consequences of dif-
ferent alternatives in light of the most desired end. Because Robbins aims at scien-
tific economics, he considers it: ‘worth while [to delimit] the neutral area of science from 
the more disputable area of moral and political philosophy’ (1952, p. 151). Advice that in-
cludes discussion of ends thus belongs to this “non-scientific” or controversial 
area.  

Not everyone agrees with Robbins’s proposition. In Kirzner’s (1976) over-
view of economic perspectives the institutional or social economists would be 
most critical. The social economic or institutional view considers the economy an 
organization, or part of a social system. This perspective claims that economic 
phenomena have to be analyzed in a broader sociological context, since economic 
action is influenced by interacting economic, social, psychological and moral mo-
tivations. An economist has to take them into account, and the view thus argues 
against the division of labor proposed by Robbins, Tinbergen, Stiglitz, and others. 

The social economic or institutional perspective harks back to Adam Smith. 
Institutional economists consider Mill’s “homo economicus” for example a ‘fic-
tional man’ that follows a fictional economic principle (Kirzner 1976, p. 74, 87; 
Blaug 1980, p. 62). The institutional view argues that results of such a fictional 
economic analysis always have to be interpreted in a broader social context, the 
economist’s major task. It includes reflection on motives, interests, and social in-
stitutions. In the hierarchy of economists, however, institutional economists (who 
are most willing to give advice (Frey and Eichenberger 1993)) figure marginally.  

Thompson, a classic in organization theory, may illustrate this institutional 
point of view. He criticizes the dominance of the economic efficiency criterion 
(2004, p. 14). He argues that Robbins’s efficiency criterion is not enough to make 
an organization successful in a competitive environment; the demand side of a 
market is sensitive to more than can be defined in terms of efficiency and scarcity. 
An institutional economist would discuss other success criteria, preferences, ob-
jectives. According to Robbins these questions are not economical and thus not 
subjects of economic discussion, although they are important to initiate economic 
investigation. The economist thus has to wait for the input of preferences, ends, 
or even utility functions. 

The quality of this input does not benefit from Robbins’s approach because 
the client articulates preferences or objectives without any help. A request for ad-
vice often implies uncertainty about the right course of action; clients may there-
fore be unable to state their preferences or objectives. Schein (1990, p. 59) there-
fore questions the assumptions of the positivist expert model of advice, since 
these assumptions ‘often cannot be met.’ 

 

Normative advice as activity “in private”  

Classical economists like Ricardo, Mill and Marshall have argued that theoretical 
economists are bad advisers. More recently Lucas, a theoretical economist, said he 
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was uninterested in the political influence of a position on the Council of Eco-
nomic Advisers: ‘One reporter once asked me what I’d do if I were on the council. I told him 
that I would resign.’ (Klamer 1983, p. 54). Theoretical economists, it seems, are skep-
tical of getting involved in political questions. This skepticicms is thus rooted in 
pre-positivist times. 

Ricardo argues that it is not the task of an economist to give a moral advice to 
enrich a particular person or group. He should not recommend what to prefer 
(Alvey 2000, p. 1238). Mill claims that a theoretical economist who tries to give 
normative advice will fail (Alvey 2000, p. 1240). Both authors make their claims in 
the first half of the nineteenth century. Marshall admits that economists some-
times are asked to give normative advice in practice, but if they do they have to 
step outside their discipline and give it in private (Alvey 2000, p. 1243). Alvey has 
found these statements in letters and other historical documents written by 
economists. 

The willingness of economists to give advice or make moral statements is thus 
limited. Economic research should focus on facts, not values. John Neville 
Keynes (1963, p. 31-36) explicitly argues in The Scope and Method of Political Economy 
(4th edition) that such a distinction is possible. The first edition is published in 
1891. Marshall argues in his Principles of Economics (8th edition) that economics can 
help politicians to think about only some of their policy objectives: ‘[Economics] 
aims indeed at helping [statesmen] determine not only what that end should be, but also what 
are the best methods of a broad policy devoted to that end. But it shuns many political issues 
which the practical man cannot ignore: and it is therefore a science, pure and applied, rather than 
a science and an art’ (Marshall 1930, p. 43). 

We can conclude that Robbins is not the first economist intending to restrict 
the domain of economic science to positive scientific questions, but his position is 
more extreme than the position of classical economists. Robbins tries to exclude 
the entire moral or goal-setting dimension in economic activities from the scien-
tific domain of economic analysis and advice. He knows, though, that there is a 
demand for these normative deliberations. To solve this dilemma he argues like 
Marshall in his letters: that economists should reflect on concrete and specific val-
ues and ends “in private” but not as professional economists, thus departing from 
the view of ‘J.S. Mill that “a man is not likely to be a good economist if he is nothing else.” 
But we may at least agree that he is not as useful as he otherwise might be.’ (Robbins 1952, p. 
150) So according to Robbins an economist who reflects on moral questions in 
private is not a better economist, but he is a better person. Mill, however, argues 
that such a person would be a better applied economist as well. Marshall probably 
partly agrees with Mill, due to his intention to pay still some attention to the dis-
cussion of ends. 

In a practical context the demand for advice often goes beyond the limitations 
of Robbins’s positive economic advice. Hennipman argues that no economic dis-
cipline relates economic theory to real life questions of economic actors. Practical 
economic policy advisers can, though, be asked to value the aims of a policy (Hen-
nipman 1977, p. 89). Hennipman agrees with Robbins – that such a judgment 
crosses the borders of a scientific economic investigation – but considers the 
crossing legitimate for the practical economic adviser. Thus it could be argued that 
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the economic “if-then” adviser has to develop skills outside of the economic dis-
cipline to reflect on the “if” part in the economic argument, again dealing with the 
moral aspects of economic questions “in private.” 

The demand for economic advice thus cannot equilibrate with the supply side 
of academic theory and academic advice. Economists have to agree that ignoring 
the demand side is ironic. Does, as Robbins argues, the demand for economic ad-
vice in practice contradict the concept of economic advice? Where do common-
sense understanding of clients, normative advice, and what ought to be done fit in 
the concept? Clients often ask for advice to learn what should be done relative to 
the objectives, not just how to reach their objectives. The positivist meaning of 
Robbins’s economic advice denies normative elements in the common sense un-
derstanding of advice. Economists who defend this traditional positivist position 
seem to argue that the benefits of this limitation outweigh the costs, like speciali-
zation often does. 

 

Normative economics as a different “science” 

Not all economists who argue in favor of the development of a positive economic 
science consider normative economic considerations unscientific like Robbins and 
Tinbergen. Friedman (1970, p. 7) argues in his Essays on Positive Economics, first 
published in 1953, in favor of the development of an independent positive eco-
nomic science, but he also explicitly assumes the possibility of normative eco-
nomic judgments with a scientific character. Friedman has even been active as a 
normative policy adviser: ‘I have attempted to persuade the Federal Reserve System that it 
was doing the wrong thing and that it ought to adopt a different policy’ (1986, p. 2). 

Friedman argues that positive economics has to give input to the deliberations 
of normative economics, making normative science dependent on positive eco-
nomics: ‘Normative economics and the art of economics, on the other hand, cannot be independ-
ent of positive economics. Any policy conclusion necessarily rests on a prediction about the conse-
quences of doing one thing rather than another, a prediction that must be based – implicitly or 
explicitly – on positive economics. There is not of course a one to one relation between policy con-
clusions and the conclusions of positive economics; if there were, there would be no separate norma-
tive science.’ (1970, p. 5) 

 Friedman claims that positive economics can develop as an independent sci-
ence without the help of normative economics, but normative economics cannot 
be practiced without positive economics. Normative discussions have to be fed 
with all kinds of positive if-then relations, which inform us about the effects of 
our actions. Normative economics thus has to oversee the connection between 
positive and normative judgments, and has to mediate between positive economic 
science and economic policy. 

Friedman’s view regarding the independence of positive economics legiti-
mates the approach of Robbins and Tinbergen: develop a positive economic sci-
ence that can contribute to policy decisions. Though Friedman argues in favor of 
positive economics, his position is different from the traditional positivist view 
because he acknowledges that normative economic advice can have a scientific 
character. He thus argues in line with an economic tradition dating back to Adam 
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Smith: ‘economists have followed the same dual goal: to improve our understanding of how the 
economy works and to influence public policy’ (Friedman 1986, p. 1). 

Friedman’s main concern however is to contribute to the development of 
positive economics. Economic science should not dwell on values or what is eco-
nomically good. Friedman argues that political differences can best be eliminated 
by the development of positive economics because differences in opinion among 
politicians mainly stem from different estimations of the economic effects of a 
policy, ‘rather than from fundamental differences in basic values, differences about which men 
can ultimately only fight’ (Friedman 1970, p. 5).  

The relevance of the positive economic if-then investigations for real life 
situations can be questioned, however, when it is not inspired by normative dis-
cussions. The argument to do positive research in isolation even undermines 
Friedman’s idealistic proposition that positive economics can help solve norma-
tive discussions (1970, pp. 6-7). Positive research may create a common opinion 
about the effects of a policy, but will likely fail to find all cause-effect relationships 
that are relevant to policymakers. It is unrealistic to expect that the body of posi-
tive economic knowledge can encompass all possible economic relationships, or 
that it can concentrate solely on the relationships that are relevant to clients.  

Not surprisingly Cairncross argues that: ‘the questions on which advice is sought from 
economists have very little to do with conventional economics’ (1985, p. 8). Blinder too has 
many suggestions to redirect the research agenda of economists, starting from the 
needs for knowledge as central banker (1997, pp. 13-16). Thomas and Tymon go 
so far as to characterize the belief in a rigorous positive science that can focus on 
relevant relationships for practical use as ‘pathological’ (1982, p. 346). Conventional 
positive economists formulate their own research questions based on their own 
interests or those of their academic community. As long as they ignore normative 
economic discussions of practitioners, they are going to be blind to the relation-
ships that are relevant to policymakers. If positive economists care about the so-
cial relevance of their science, it is up to them to look for the connection with 
normative economic discussions. 

Economists like Friedman, Robbins, and Tinbergen unanimously acknowl-
edge that the social world of economic action depends on valuation, interests, ob-
jectives, and preferences. They delineate positive economics such that reflection 
on those interests and valuations is excluded. These activities are part of another 
science, the responsibility of economic actors and economists in private, or the 
domain of normative economics. Robbins refers to disciplines like ethics (1952, p. 
148) and moral and political philosophy (1952, p. 151). Friedman refers to norma-
tive economics (1970, p. 5) and Tinbergen (1956, p.1) defines these questions as 
unscientific. According to these views positive economists have to take interests, 
preferences, and ends uncritically and as given. Any division of labor generates a 
need for coordination though; too many theoretical economists seem to forget 
that. Again economists seem to assume that economic principles do not to apply 
to their own work, like denying that the money value of their advice is an indica-
tion for the quality of their work, or ignoring the demand for advice by clients. 
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2.2 Who has to apply applied economics? 

The demands for economic advice are more diverse than the supply of academic 
advice, so it is no surprise that academic advisers are not the only suppliers in the 
market. Academic advisers restrict their service intentionally to the delivery of 
positive economic if-then relationships that may help their clients to reach in-
tended objectives: they know the means to reach ends. They specialize in deliver-
ing useful, positive knowledge that can be applied. Here a question is raised: are 
only clients responsible for the use and application of the advisers’ knowledge, or 
do advisers feel a responsibility to help connect their expert knowledge to the cli-
ents’ interests? What if a client feels uncertain about ends or preferences? How do 
academics treat these demands? 

  

Clients demand help to articulate preferences and goals 

Between abstract ethical reflection and positive economic science lies a huge “eco-
nomic” field. Whether it is scientific or not depends on the view of the particular 
economist. It is the field of the normative economists (Friedman), the field of the 
economist in private (Robbins), or the field the practical economic adviser (Hen-
nipman). It is also the field of the economic policymaker, the manager and every 
other economic actor who makes or influences practical economic decisions in-
spired by economic theory. Clients demand of both academic advisers and con-
sultants answers to economic questions in this field. What services are offered in 
response? How do they coordinate positive and normative economic questions? 

The normative economic tradition is time-honored. Classical economists like 
Smith and Malthus reflected on the relation between economic and moral issues. 
Alvey (2000, pp. 1237, 1239) recognized a revival of this moral economy approach 
at the close of the twentieth century, prompting him to propose that the domi-
nance of technical and positivist approaches in economics is a temporary twenti-
eth-century phenomenon (Alvey 2000, pp. 1231, 1246). He may have a point, 
given the attack on positive economics despite its popularity.  

Peacock (1992) presents a line of argument that illustrates Alvey's expecta-
tions. Peacock is an experienced economic policy adviser and active theoretical 
economist. He discusses the question of economic advice from an ‘outside’ or cli-
ent perspective. The character of advice differs from case to case, he argues, due 
to client demands. He considers the technical or economic if-then advice as ‘less 
interesting’ from this outside perspective. More interesting is a recommendation 
that is ‘associated with policy recommendations to be presented for public discussion’ (Peacock 
1992, p. 1215). Peacock argues against the conventional view of positive econom-
ics that advisers should only ‘consider the implications of objectives but take no part in their 
formulation’ (1992, p. 1217). It means that the economic adviser should not discuss 
values, preferences or policy objectives. His experience as policy adviser made him 
to reject this conventional view because it harms the credibility of economic pol-
icy advisers: ‘The economist who wishes to maintain credibility with his clients will certainly not 
do so by refusing to engage in the discussion on the practicability of alternative policy packages’ 
(1992, p. 1219). An adviser thus has to discuss alternative policies, not just the in-
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struments to realize a policy. Peacock illustrates his claim with a case on economic 
advice that discusses the future of the British retirement system. 

Hamilton supports Peacock’s view, but from the perspective of the politician. 
He asks economists who advise policymakers: ‘Tell us what is known and with what 
degree of certainty, where there is important disagreement and why, and the pros and cons of par-
ticular courses of action. Then offer your best judgment about the proper course of action’ (Ham-
ilton 1992, p. 64). He explicitly requests in the last sentence of his article to par-
ticipate in decision making by suggesting what to do. Hamilton also asks econo-
mists to make ‘value judgments,’ but in such a way that they can be distinguished 
from ‘scientific truths’ (1992, p. 63). He also criticizes economists for showing too 
little compassion (1992, p. 62). 

Blaug (1980), often cited as theoretical economist, shares Peacock’s criticism, 
probably due to his own experiences as policy adviser. Clients often need advice 
regarding their preference function. Blaug (1980, p. 150) argues that asking client 
about preferences or objectives ‘will usually produce a blank stare.’ 

Van der Ploeg (1992, p. 90) argues for the necessity to give normative eco-
nomic advice based on positive economic analysis. Mainstream economists, how-
ever, argue along the lines of Robbins, Tinbergen and Stiglitz for a non-normative 
approach. According to this traditional view, an adviser only has the responsibility 
to relate the proper economic “if-then” rule to the objectives and preferences ar-
ticulated by the client. If there is no fit, there is no advice. If the input lacks qual-
ity, the client is responsible for flaws in the economic recommendations. Positive 
economists assume that clients are able to articulate their own preferences and ob-
jectives. That is a basic assumption of economic decision and planning theory. Af-
ter all, who else would know better? they might ask rhetorically. 

Although clients always have to contribute to advice by articulating their ob-
jectives and preferences, they often need help. March and Simon (1958, p. 138) 
have convinced many scholars that economic actors are bounded rational human 
beings, which means their rational powers are limited. March and Simon argue 
that one cannot expect clients to be able to formulate their preferences and objec-
tives in a way that enables optimization calculus. Thompson, referring to Cyert, 
March and Simon, also criticizes the proposition that ends can be given and pref-
erences are known (2004, pp. 8-9). Well-known preferences are the exception in 
the context of both human and organizational decision making. Thompson argues 
that preferences are seldom one-dimensional, a necessary requirement to start op-
timization calculus (Thompson 2004, p. 85). Preferences are often ambiguous: you 
cannot have your cake and eat it too. Anderson (1983 p. 201), Lane (1993, p. 43), 
Mason (1969, p. B403), and Mitroff and Mason (1981, p. 2) also criticize the as-
sumption that clients have sufficient knowledge of their own preferences and ob-
jectives. 

Anderson (1983, p. 211), Thompson (2004, pp. 85-88) and Mason 1969, pp. 
B412-B413) all conclude that articulating real-life ends and preferences requires 
deliberation and debate. Economic consultants acknowledge more than academic 
advisers that they have to participate in these “private sphere” deliberations, or 
they will not get the required input. They ask for the kind of input needed and dis-
cuss the given articulations critically with clients. And, after all, humans are not 
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quite certain about their personal preferences; it is difficult to know due to 
bounded rationality. Why would it be different for economic actors? Clients need 
help articulating preferences and goals, and positive economists cannot offer it. 
The question is thus how to develop a methodology that can help discuss goals, 
preferences, criteria, and values to support the rationality of economic decisions. 

 

Approaches to decide about ill-structured problems  

The traditional consulting economist will have a hard task being useful to a client 
if he cannot discuss preferences, criteria, goals of an economic policy, or business 
strategy. He cannot help the client articulate them properly. Therefore the neces-
sary input for if-then advice is going to be flawed, incomplete, and swayed by is-
sues of the day. A traditional academic adviser thus has a poor chance of ade-
quately responding to the market. 

Though it remains problematic to exclude normative discussions from the 
positive if-then advice, let us accept this division of labor between positive 
economists and their clients for the sake of argument. Cases where clients know 
exactly what they want, although exceptional, do exist (Thompson 2004, pp. 84-
87) and we could thus make the case that they deserve attention. If we assume 
that some economic decision makers are fully aware of preferences and can un-
ambiguously define their ends or problems, clients could ask the economic adviser 
for the least-cost realization of the most preferred ends. 

A second assumption of economic decision theory implies that alternatives of 
action are given and have known consequences or effects, also a highly improb-
able assumption in a practical context. March and Simon (1958, pp. 136-142) and 
Thompson (2004, p. 85) argue that organizations and individuals have limited 
knowledge about effects of possible alternatives of action, again due to what they 
call ‘cognitive limits of rationality.’ As a consequence most problems are ill-structured 
in practice,which means that both objectives are not well defined and the effects 
of alternatives to realize the ends are largely unknown. 

To handle ill-structured problems, March and Simon propose a more realistic 
model of decision making: the decision makers define a preferred situation by 
means of simplifications. They define minimum criteria that acceptable alterna-
tives must meet: ‘Most human decision-making, whether individual or organizational, is con-
cerned with the discovery and selection of satisfactory alternatives; only in exceptional cases is it 
concerned with the discovery and selection of optimal alternatives’ (March and Simon 1958, 
pp. 140-141). 

Thompson follows the approach advocated by March and Simon. He argues 
that even in the exceptional case where preferences are unambiguous, an organiza-
tion having sufficient knowledge about the effects of the alternatives of action is 
still exceptional: ‘In complexity then, some consequences of action may be known, some sus-
pected but not proved and still others unnoticed’ (Thompson 2004, p. 85). 

In the economy most cause-effect relationships are weak. Knowledge of these 
relationships is hard to obtain and their validity expires when circumstances 
change. In that case optimization calculus is impossible and thus the efficiency cal-
culus is rarely ever relevant. Most discussions in practice do not rest on the effi-
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ciency criterion (“optimizing”), but whether an alternative meets necessary stan-
dards or helps reach a proposed end (“satisficing”). Questions concerning the ap-
propriateness of alternatives are thus most often decided by estimations of the ef-
fectiveness of alternatives, which indicates that they are satisfactory, and not by 
real efficiency calculus. 

Blaug (1980, p 151) adds that optimization calculus in practice is too time-
consuming and thus too costly: ‘Decision making, particularly public decision making, 
never achieves more than a third best solution, if only because the time required to collect adequate 
information to secure improvement in “fine tuning” is the ultimate scarce resource.’ 

Even though many economists admit that scholars like Thompson, March 
and Simon, and Blaug are right, most still like the principle of optimization calcu-
lus, probably because of its indisputable character (Thompson 2004, p. 87). All 
other criteria to evaluate alternatives provoke discussion. Thompson argues that 
when a satisfying alternative is chosen, ‘there always is the possibility that a better way 
exists’ to reach the end, and if social tests are used based on expert opinions ‘differ-
ences of opinion are possible’ (2004, p. 87). Authors like Mason (1969), Mitroff and 
Mason (1980; 1981), and Mitroff, Mason and Barraba (1982) use the term “ill-
structured problems” to characterize the ambiguities in strategic planning and de-
cision making such as partly conflicting preferences, lack of knowledge of the fu-
ture, and different worldviews and assumptions. These authors argue for a dialec-
tical approach to discuss inevitable differences of opinion about the ill-structured 
problems decision makers have to face. Dialectical deliberation can bring structure 
to problem definitions and is a means to deal with bounded rationality.  

 

2.3 The logical gulf between means and ends is an illusion 

Like Robbins (1952 p. 148), most economists believe a ‘logical gulf’ exists between 
normative and positive considerations, or between discussions about means and 
discussions about ends. The discussion about ends is normative and not scientific. 
The discussion about means to realize given ends is positive and scientific. 

Some theoretical economists like Blaug (1980, pp. 150-152) and Peacock 
(1992, p. 1217), who have experience as advisers, criticize the methodological as-
sumption that economic advisers have to take the objectives of clients as given. 
Their criticism is shared by economists like Cordes et al. (1993, p. 466) and social 
scientists like Anderson (1983, p. 203), Churchman (1962, p. 73) and Mason 
(1969, p. B404). They all argue that an economic policy adviser has a critical task 
both with respect to the choice of means and formulation of ends. It makes them 
normative economists, following the distinction made by Robbins, Tinbergen, 
Friedman and most textbooks (Blaug 1980, p. 149). It does not mean that they 
characterize themselves as normative economists though; their main criticism is 
against academic policy advisers discussing only positive questions.  

Traditional economists with scientific ambitions consider normative econom-
ics a waste of time. Blaug argues that since the 1930s normative economics has 
been about the domain of ‘controversial values,’ whereas positive economics consid-
ers ‘non-controversial facts and value’ (1980, p. 129). Science has to contribute to a 
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non-controversial body of knowledge. In the context of economic advice, how-
ever, facts and values are rarely non-controversial. 

The distinction between positive and normative science is abstract, like the 
distinction between means and ends. In a practical context means and ends 
change with a particular perspective. Means and ends belong to teleological 
chains, where ultimate economic ends can be very general, like realizing welfare or 
gaining profit. And if gaining profit is a means to later invest, is it a means or an 
end? Positive economists should be able to enter this discussion instead of defin-
ing everything that is part of their science as a means. Between the most basic ac-
tion, the most basic means, and the ultimate end are many means and intermediate 
ends. They can be both considered as means or ends, depending on perspective. 
There is thus no logical gulf between means and ends as Robbins argues (1952, p. 
148). From a logical perspective both means and ends are connected and the la-
bels are interchangeable. There is only a relative difference between the two. 
Weinberg therefore argues that ‘means and ends are hardly separable … The relationship 
between the scientist and the politician is thus far more complicated’ (1972, p. 209). 

Though positivist/modernist economists adhere to Robbins’s logical gulf, 
they do not clearly articulate what it means. Even Blaug, a strong positive science 
sympathist, argues against it: ‘Even if Hume is right in denying that “ought” can be logically 
deduced from “is”, and of course “is” from “ought”, there is no denying that “oughts” are power-
fully influenced by “ises” and that the values we hold almost always depend on a whole series of 
factual beliefs’ (Blaug 1980, p. 133). 

In practice most economic decisions require a discussion about the conse-
quences of different alternatives or means to assess the desirability of objectives. 
These discussions often change preferences and thus the goals of action. Positive 
economists ignore this reality, which is commonly accepted among sociologists 
and psychologists (Kirzner 1976. p. 129). The dichotomy between means and 
ends has thus long been criticized many perspectives (Kirzner 1976, p. 125), since 
both are relative concepts. Means are not neutral with only instrumental values 
but are ‘often valued as such’ (Clark and Majone 1985, p. 9). 

Anderson (1983) has studied the connectedness of means and ends in a com-
plex process of decision making by analyzing the well-documented Cuban missile 
crisis. He points to the deliberative character of the decision making process. It is 
not a rational process where the goals are defined first, like most theories assume; 
rather they are defined and discovered during the process of decision making 
(Anderson 1983, p. 214). Articulation of possible consequences of the alternatives 
is helpful to identify the desirability of the realizable ends of these means, as the 
ends become more realistic and more concrete. The obvious connection between 
means and ends is the reason Anderson argues: ‘Goal discovery is a social process in 
which the causal texture … links objectives, constraints, and imperatives with alternatives and 
their consequences through discussion and debate’ (1983, p. 211). 

Together with the notion of a link between alternatives, consequences, objec-
tives, constraints, and imperatives, Anderson introduces the necessity of discus-
sion, debate or social process of deliberation to make sense of a complex policy 
situation. Discussion is a means to create links, to relate means and ends, and to 
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discuss the influence of circumstances. It is a means to relate facts to values. It is 
what humans prefer to do if they have to make tough decisions.  

Optimization or calculation of the best course of action and thus “scientific” 
decision making is a concept that stems from a conversation between academics 
in an entirely different context. It does not fit the demands of a complex practical 
situation where future interests and policies are considered. Like Mason (1969), 
Mitroff and Mason (1981), V. Werder (1999) and many others, Anderson (1983) 
argues for a dialectical approach to discuss political and strategic issues because 
the meaning of means and ends is so interdependent. Weinberg adds to their ar-
gument that the positive scientific perspective is ‘inadequate simply’ because many 
policy questions require a trans-scientific approach that includes ‘moral and aes-
thetic’ discussions, as well as approaches that can be characterized as “quick-and-
dirty” because a scientific approach would be ‘impractically expensive’ (1972, p. 
213). 

Advice will benefit from a dialectical approach that crosses borders between 
normative and positive discussions to perform fact-finding activities, norm crea-
tion and valuation in interaction. Economic advice does not require an either/or 
positive/normative economics, but both in an interactive relationship (Majone 
1989, p. 34). A dialectical approach, embedded in a rhetorical tradition, offers a 
promising perspective to develop a methodology to bridge the gap. It enables in-
tegration of positive and normative aspects in an argument, and facilitates careful 
deliberation, an activity that constitutes the practice of economic advice for cli-
ents.  
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3. Advice analysis and rhetoric 

According to positivist economists like Robbins or Tinbergen, economic advice 
has to be a scientific activity. It has to be value free and limited to the application 
of economic principles and regularities that are result of positive scientific inquiry. 
The economic adviser offers a client “if-then” advice. It is the client’s task to state 
preferences, values and objectives. If the client articulates objectives, the eco-
nomic way to reach these objectives would be the result of economic advice. This 
is exceptional in the market for economic advice, though. Clients often need help 
articulating preferences and objectives because of ill-structured problems. Without 
this help, advice is based on the wrong articulation of objectives and therefore 
worthless. In practice it is also problematic to distinguish neutral means from ob-
jectives, since means or instruments are rarely neutral. They are often objectives 
themselves, so the discussion of appropriate means touches the discussion on ob-
jectives. Economic advice thus demands more than its science proposes to cover. 
The academic understanding of economic advice is not the expectation articulated 
by most clients. 

How is advice characterized from a philosophical perspective? Economists 
focus on positive questions in the context of advice, leaving ethical questions to 
the philosophers. What normative elements of advice exist in philosophical dis-
cussions? How do philosophers reflect on the kind of knowledge that is needed in 
the context of advice? Because advice is always presented by means of language, 
how do language philosophers and rhetoricians reflect on it? Aristotle (1991), 
Toulmin (1994); Toulmin, Rieke and Janik (1984), and Habermas (1988a) for ex-
ample argue that advice is a rhetorical genre with specific characteristics. 

The second question in this chapter is methodological and discusses how to 
analyze advice practices in a way that may even result in advice about these prac-
tices. Within the academic community a growing number of academics criticize 
the dominance of traditional positivist/modernist approaches. This criticism also 
applies to the strong belief in the legitimacy of the positivist or progressive view 
on economic advice. Post-positivists like Habermas and post-modernist philoso-
phers like Lyotard (2001) question the belief in the “grand narratives” of progress 
that belongs to the positivist view on science. They argue that many important de-
cisions are based on every day deliberation, a pre-scientific kind of thinking. A tra-
ditional scientific or positivist analysis is of little help in knowing your friends bet-
ter, but you can know your friends pretty well by experiencing them. Post-
positivists argue that the more complex decisions in life are based on argumenta-
tion, persuasion, and intersubjective agreement or consensus. They thus take the 
arguments or deliberations of managers and consultants seriously even from their 
academic perspective. They know that managers rely on everyday deliberation to 
support and criticize major decisions. They know that managers are critical about 
the usefulness of scientific knowledge in the context of decision making. They 
understand if universities ask consultants rather than academic advisers to help 
them with strategic or organizational questions. Baldridge et al. (2004, p. 1072) 
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show that few examples of research in the field of general management are both 
high in scientific quality and considered relevant by practitioners.  

Scientific legitimization of conclusions for an academic audience and practical 
legitimization of recommendations in the context of consulting are both rhetorical 
activities, albeit the rhetoric differs. That makes a rhetorical analysis a promising 
perspective to analyze the differences between economic advice by academics and 
consultants. A rhetorical analysis offers the necessary concepts to analyze these 
advice practices. Advice requires sound argumentation and personal involvement 
on a moral and emotional level. Rhetoricians would not consider that empty 
rhetoric in the context of advice just because it does not meet the requirements of 
positivist scientific analysis, but a rhetorical analysis could also acknowledge the 
force of scientific arguments. That makes a rhetorical approach more neutral or 
open minded than a positivist or modernist approach, which excludes attention to 
pre-scientific knowledge beforehand. A neutral approach is necessary to explain 
consultants’ higher fees and larger market share, while a rhetorical analysis offers a 
perspective to analyze and possibly bridge the rhetorical gap between academic 
advisers and consultants, instead of reconstructing it.  
 

3.1 Consulting as dialectical practice 

A historical perspective 

There is a striking resemblance between modern consultants and the Sophists of 
ancient Greece. Academics today characterize consultants much like philosophers 
like Plato and Socrates characterized Sophists. They are (were) both accused of 
empty rhetoric. Plato criticized Sophists for their advanced technical but immoral 
rhetorical approach (1922a; 1922b; 1922c, p. St.272). Platonists consider the rhe-
torical approaches practiced by Sophists misleading (Bubner 1990, p. 9). Plato and 
Socrates could not accept persuasion at the cost of truth.  

Aristotle may also have been critical of Sophists but he investigated their prac-
tice, such as how they sold their knowledge, eloquence, and influence to help peo-
ple argue well in a political context (Aristotle 1968b, 165a1). Aristotle tried to ac-
knowledge the influence and relevance of Sophists, but maintained the notion that 
their persuasive aims often cost them their integrity (Aristotle 1968b, p. 165a1-
165b1). But the use of rhetoric is not necessarily immoral: it can be a sign of social 
engagement. Instead of fighting rhetoric like the Platonists, Aristotle devoted a 
book to it. In On Rhetoric (translated by Kennedy), or Retorik (translated by 
Sieveke), Aristotle cleverly learned about rhetoric from Sophists rather than shun 
it. In contrast, many modern academics seem to follow Plato. 

Quintilianus argues like Aristotle that rhetoric is not necessarily the enemy of 
sincerity. Quintilianus (2001, book II.15.24-28), however, questions whether Plato 
was really so negative about rhetoric, and argues that this view may merely be an 
interpretation of Plato. The interpretation Quintilianus has merit: Plato argued 
that it requires a strong sense of justice or integrity of the speaker to make rhetoric 
an honorable discipline (Plato 1922b, p. 508St.) and he even tries to contribute to 
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the development of this honorable discipline (1922c, pp. St.271-St.272; St.276-
St.277). Quintilianus underlines this normative requirement. He defines rhetoric as 
the art or ‘science to speak well,’ especially in a moral sense (2001, book II.15.34). 

Rhetoric has been part of the curriculum since the advent of European uni-
versities and it was considered an important discipline (Vico 1990). Along with 
dialectic and grammar, it was part of the liberal arts trivium within which rhetoric 
was the art of speaking or writing well. Dialectic was the art of argumentation. 
The subdivision into seven liberal arts goes back to Martianus, who wrote a trea-
tise in the fifth century that was the most important source on rhetoric and dialec-
tic during the Middle Ages (Leeman and Braet 1987, p. 44). 

Rhetoric lost its central position as an academic discipline due to rationalistic 
enlightenment ideals and vanished from university curriculum by the end of the 
nineteenth century (Schmidt and Schischkoff 1982, p. 589). At that time dialectic 
was still developed in philosophy departments. Hegel especially treated dialectic as 
a philosophical discipline. But even dialectic lost its academic position; like rheto-
ric, it was no longer considered a scientific activity in a modernist sense. Statistics 
and mathematics became the general courses for teaching methodological skills 
(Van Baalen 2001, p. 64). 

Rhetoric and dialectic were disqualified by modernist scientific traditions be-
fore economics became the positive scientific discipline we know today. The con-
nection between rhetoric and the domain of political and economic decisions as 
suggested by Aristotle in On Rhetoric (1991, p. 1358b) lost academic attention the 
moment that political economy gained recognition from the work of Adam Smith. 
Although he devoted some attention to rhetoric (Toulmin 2001, p. 56), Smith did 
not make the connection with political and economic advice like Aristotle. 

A fusion of positivist and modernist traditions in the twentieth century quite 
excluded rhetoric as well as moral- or personal-type valuation from scientific prac-
tices in the social sciences. The economic discipline was no exception. In court-
rooms, political discussions, strategic business cases and other real life debates 
however, dialectical and rhetorical practices have remained dominant. In the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century, philosophers like Perelman and Obrechts-
Tyteca (1971), Toulmin (1994) and Habermas (1988a, 1988b) revived academic 
attention to rhetorical practices. Toulmin’s The Uses of Argument (first published in 
1958) and The New Rhetoric by Perelman and Obrechts-Tyteca (1971) are classic 
works. Since then attention to rhetoric has been growing in the social sciences that 
relate to consulting like economics, management and policy sciences (see section 
3.3). 
 

Rhetoric and the classical means of persuasion: logos, ethos and pathos 

Aristotle defined rhetoric as the art ‘to see the available means of persuasion’ (Aristotle 
1991, p. 1355b) and because dialectic is a means of persuasion, it connects closely 
to rhetoric from an Aristotelian perspective. The main subjects of rhetoric are 
speaker, subject and audience, which together frame the rhetorical situation. The 
three means of persuasion relate to those three subjects, or domains: ethos (the 
character of the speaker), pathos (the sensibility or preferences of the audience), 
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and logos (the argument itself) (Aristotle 1991, p. 1356a). Logos is thus the most 
“dialectical” means of persuasion because it is about the reasons or arguments that 
support a claim. Followers of Aristotle like Cicero (1989, p. 139/ II, 115) or Quin-
tilianus (2001, book V.1-14) consider dialectic a major sub-discipline of rhetoric. 

Logos, ethos and pathos are interdependent. The ethos of the truth-loving 
character of a scientist or philosopher supports a preference for arguments that 
are proved to be valid or true. The ethos of helping professions like consultants or 
therapists could support the preference for other arguments, like those that are 
compelling because they are more useful to a client. These can be arguments that 
appeal to common sense instead of academic rigor. The character or ethos of the 
speaker therefore influences logos or the choice of arguments.  

Pathos relates to the sensibilities of an audience. Like ethos, pathos provides a 
background for an argument’s acceptance. Persuasiveness depends on both the 
author’s ethos and the audience’s feelings or preferences. These also influence the 
choice of argument. In a passive version pathos means that the speaker is aware of 
the beliefs and preferences of an audience and tries to stay close to them to evoke 
sympathy. A more active pathos means that the speaker arouses the necessary 
emotions in the audience to gain an argument’s acceptance. Few speakers have 
such a faculty, but good playwrights do. They write plays that arouse happiness, 
fear or anger. The rhetoric of warfare is a good example of the use of pathos as a 
means of persuasion. If we can argue convincingly that a country is killing babies, 
we increase acceptance of war. Such examples of cruelty arouse strong feelings.  

For the comparison of the style of argumentation between consultants and 
academic advisers ethos is more relevant than pathos. Not the audiences, but the 
authors have to be compared. We should be aware of the character of the audi-
ence, however: differences in argumentation can result from the different sensi-
bilities and preferences of clients, influencing the assignments and their supervi-
sion. That would be an indirect influence. Ethos identifies the character of the au-
thor directly. Academic advisers and consultants belong to different groups or 
communities, have different characters, different preferences, different profes-
sional backgrounds, different professional codes and as Klamer argues, different 
professional conversations (2007, pp. 180-183). Since pathos, ethos and logos are 
interrelated, ethos can direct the preference for specific arguments and whether 
the author takes the interests of the audience into account.  

 

Borders between rhetoric, dialectic and discourse analysis 

My treatment of rhetoric stems from Aristotle, characterized by Kennedy (1999) 
as philosophical rhetoric, but according to Kennedy the most common is techni-
cal rhetoric. He mentions sophistic rhetoric as a third kind. Philosophical rhetoric 
includes ethos, pathos, logos as the means of persuasion and speaker, audience 
and speech as the three elements of the rhetorical situation. Philosophical rhetoric 
is not separated from dialectic, since dialectic and deliberation are major parts of 
philosophical rhetoric. Eloquence is part of it too, but it is of minor importance. 
Aristotle (1991 p. 1356a) and Cicero (1989, p. 139/ II, 115), fathers of philosophi-
cal rhetoric, both define dialectic as the specialized art of argumentation and 



   45

rhetoric as the general art of persuasion. The second kind of rhetoric is developed 
by sophists like Gorgias. Sophistic rhetoric is less ethically involved, and less de-
liberative than philosophical rhetoric. Sophistic rhetoric concentrates mainly on 
the character of the speaker; it is ceremonial and cultural. Technical rhetoric 
mainly considers speech, eloquence, style, and tropes like metaphors (Kennedy 
1999, pp. 13-14). 

In On Rhetoric Aristotle treats dialectic as part of rhetoric, but he also writes in 
more detail about dialectical practices in Topik (translated in German by Rolfen). 
For Aristotle (1968a, 101b) dialectic is ‘the art of invention,’ useful to philosophical 
insight, and developing scientific disciplines because the fundamentals of these 
disciplines are thought of in terms of likelihood and best guesses. He argues that 
no higher principles can help decide the truth or usefulness of the first principles 
and axioms of a discipline. This understanding of dialectic strongly resembles the 
practice Plato demonstrates in his dialogues, in which he confronts different phi-
losophical arguments to examine differences in opinion. 

 Dialectic is not necessarily a sub-discipline of rhetoric and has different in-
terpretations. Philosophical dialectic is an independent discipline because argu-
mentation is also part of clarification in a scientific and philosophical context (as 
Aristotle argues). Plato and especially Hegel refer to the philosophical meaning of 
dialectic. Dialectic from this perspective is the philosophical discipline of reason-
ing, arguing, and deliberation. Rhetoric is the subjective and often manipulative 
counterpart of dialectic. This interpretation resonates with the sophistic and tech-
nical interpretations of rhetoric. The interpretations of dialectic from the perspec-
tives of philosophical rhetoric and philosophical dialectic are not necessarily in 
conflict, however. Aristotle along with current rhetoricians and dialecticians con-
sider the disciplines ‘twins’ (Van Eemeren and Houtlosser 2002, p. 3). 

Dialectic assumed a third meaning with Marx, neo-Marxists, and their audi-
ences. They relate it to social processes that can be “dialectical,” which often 
means that reciprocity in these processes can influence outcomes in unexpected 
ways. The unexpected outcome of dialectical deliberation serves as a metaphor for 
social processes. This Marxist perspective is most different from dialectic in the 
interpretation of philosophical rhetoric.  

The confusion about the interpretation of rhetoric and dialectic earned a new 
dimension with the introduction of concepts like discourse analysis and narrative 
analysis. Gill and Whedbee (1997, p. 157) consider rhetoric ‘a type of instrumental 
discourse’. Putnam and Failhurst (2001) subsume rhetoric, discursive or dialectical 
analysis, and narrative analysis under the concept of discourse analysis, domains of 
analysis that belong to rhetoric since Aristotle. 

The reason to invent a new name could be that rhetoric still suffers from the 
negative connotations of sophistic and technical rhetoric. I will refer to rhetoric 
following the philosophical tradition, although I do not consider it fundamentally 
different from discourse analysis. I will use the concept discourse as belonging to 
a well-defined community, like the discourse of theoretical economists, economic 
consultants, politicians, and jurisprudents, or to distinguish a practical versus a 
theoretical discourse. Differences between forms of rhetoric in these discourses is 
what intrigues both rhetoricians and discourse analysts. 
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Advice as a rhetorical genre 

Aristotle explicitly makes a connection between dialectic and advice in his charac-
terization of rhetorical genres in stating that advice about a future course of action 
belongs to the deliberative genre (Aristotle 1991, p. 1358b). Indirect evidence for 
the connection is that dialectic is a method of ‘drawing conclusions from likely argu-
ments’ (Aristotle 1968a, 100a), where “likely arguments” are considered as such by 
experts (Aristotle 1968a, 100 b). Giving advice depends on likely arguments, and 
experts are often asked for advice. Advice is also about suggestions for future im-
provements. Imaginations of the future can be likely, but rarely certain. 

Aristotle argues that dialectical arguments relate to “topoi,” or groups of gen-
eral strategies to build an argument like ‘what is true for all is true for some’ (Aristotle 
1968a, 109a). Likewise other topoi could be formulated: “what is possible for the 
weak is possible for the strong.” For a consultant it could be a field-specific argu-
mentation rule such as: “one always has to select the alternative with the greatest 
benefit.” Aristotle develops these general arguments in Topics, a book on dialectic. 
Field specific argumentation is subject of Aristotle’s rhetoric. In both field-specific 
and general arguments uncertainty is part of the deliberations. Political situations 
for example are uncertain because of the uncertain character of the future. In the 
context of law, crimes are always historic; we do not have full knowledge of the 
past to perfectly reconstruct them. 

The influence of specific content areas on argumentation is characterized in 
the second chapter of On Rhetoric, where Aristotle stresses the similarities between 
rhetoric and dialectic (1991, p. 1358a). The connection between rhetoric and ad-
vice is articulated most pointedly in the characterization of the political domain, 
which is a subject of the deliberative genre. Table 3.1 characterizes the three rhe-
torical genres as deliberative, judicial and demonstrative (Aristotle 1991, p. 1358b): 

 
Table 3.1: Three rhetorical genres 

 Deliberative genre Judicial genre Demonstrative genre 

Timeframe 
Argument or claim 
Role audience 
Example audience 
Objective 

• Future 

• Advice 

• Judge 

• Politician 

• The advantageous  

• Past 

• Accusation/ defense 

• Judge  

• Judge, jury 

• The just or unjust 

• Present 

• Praise/ blame 

• Spectator 

• Subject  of praise 

• The (dis)honorable 

 

Aristotle would say that consultants and academic advisers practice a “deliberative 
genre” in giving economic advice. Sometimes their audiences are indeed politi-
cians, but managers also make decisions to influence the future. Aristotle argues 
that the genre’s argument is based on a conception of the advantageous, which 
certainly applies to economic advice.  

Similarities in rhetorical genres include the degree of uncertainty of the argu-
ments or attention to exceptions or conditions regarding the conclusions. These 
general topoi or elements of argumentation belong to all three genres (Aristotle 
1991, p. 1359a; Kennedy 1991, p. 50).  
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Advice as a field of argumentation 

Toulmin (1994, p. 112) has revitalized the dialectical perspective along Aristotle’s 
rhetorical approach. Argumentation is field-dependent as in Aristotle’s rhetorical 
genres and should not be treated in an abstract way like logic. The arguments and 
backings in a judicial debate are different from those in political debates. Judicial 
argumentation refers to laws or specific circumstances; political argumentation 
usually refers to local or general interests, or to Aristotle’s advantages or disadvan-
tages. Field dependency means that the assumptions used, for example, in eco-
nomic argumentation – like efficiency as an objective, maximizing utility, or ra-
tional behavior – do not necessarily convince an audience from another field.  

Like Aristotle, Toulmin (1994, pp. 7-8) argues that there is a close connection 
between the logic of argumentation and the practice of judicial discourse; judicial 
discourse is the mother of dialectic. Toulmin (1994, p. 96) also integrates the Aris-
totelian technique of argument analysis into his own analytical frame by relating 
traditional concepts such as conclusions with claims, minor premises with grounds 
and major premises with warrants. But he also criticizes the classic conception of 
an argument as being too general in its application to differentiate between spe-
cific fields or domains of argumentation. 

A warrant from an economic argument will not necessarily be accepted in a 
judicial argument whose audience is unfamiliar with its economic backings. Dif-
ferent fields or domains themselves establish the backings of warrants and deter-
mine the likelihood (modality) of arguments. Most warrants are not general in an 
absolute sense as assumed in classic examples like “all man are mortal” or “all ba-
bies need sleep.” The latter case already introduces differentiation in the amount 
of sleep needed. And babies waking from a nice nap have different needs. Toul-
min argues that the context of an argument determines conditions of exception 
that have to be taken into account in argumentation analysis. Figure 3.1 presents 
elements of a single argument based on Toulmin (1994, pp. 99-107). 

 
Figure 3.1: Pattern of an argument based on Toulmin  
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In advice on the degree of liberalization in the electricity market, an example 
of a claim (or conclusion) could be to “increase market coordination.” The 
ground would be that “the market is more efficient than government regulation” 
and the warrant that connects the two could be the principle that “more efficient 
coordination is better.” The warrant’s more general character “guarantees” that 
the ground of an argument leads to the claim. The ground and claim can each 
have a general or specific character. The ground in the example above (“the mar-
ket is more efficient than government regulation”) can be seen as a claim itself, 
supported by an inductive or statistical argument that compares different markets 
and concludes that as regulation increases, efficiency decreases. The warrant in 
that argument is the generalization based on the statistical argument. Toulmin 
(1994, p. 99) and Brockriede and Ehninger (1960, p. 45) argue that the warrant 
answers the question: ‘How do you get there?’ – or how to get from the grounds to 
the conclusion. The grounds can be found by asking: “What have you got to go 
on?” or “What evidence do you have for your claim?”.  

For Toulmin the classical pattern of an argument is useful, but insufficient to 
analyze practical deliberation. One could question the certainty of the claim and, 
in some cases, the claim is more probable than certain. Therefore Toulmin intro-
duces the “modal qualifier” to describe the degree of certainty or probability of 
the conclusion. For example, a claim that liberalization always will increase market 
efficiency may be untenable, but claiming the likelihood of the relationship is not.  

Toulmin’s criticism goes further by questioning the validity of the claim. In a 
practical context many conditions have to be fulfilled to guarantee the outcome. 
Unmet conditions will render the conclusion optimistic or even wrong. For Toul-
min conditions or well-defined exceptions are the “rebuttals.” That explains why 
there are exceptions to the claim that “government regulation decreases effi-
ciency.” Examples of such conditions or rebuttals in the electricity market could 
be that criteria for the level of quality and accessibility of electricity have to be 
met. Only if these conditions – high quality and uniform accessibility – are ful-
filled will the market be more efficient than pure government regulation. The 
claim holds only if the quality or accessibility of the service is unharmed and only 
if it is not an exceptional market in which government regulation is more efficient. 

The third additional element is the “backing,” which supports the warrant. In 
a practical context warrants often are problematic and thus need backing. Think 
about the principle “we should choose the most efficient coordination.” Why 
should we apply this principle? How many would accept an economic principle? 
Could other principles be applied? Why not choose fairness over efficiency? Back-
ings should assure that the warrant is reliable and strong enough to refute rebut-
tals. The backing therefore has to refer to scientific evidence, practical evidence, 
shared opinions, and so on. 

Though many scholars in the social sciences use Toulmin’s additions to the 
classical pattern of argument, some try to improve the analytical framework. Dunn 
(1993) gives a more specific list of warrants and rebuttals, and Fisher (1995) iden-
tifies new kinds of backings for evaluative policy argumentation. Habermas 
(1988a) differentiates between fields and sub-fields of argumentation. These con-
tributions do not cross the boundaries of Toulmin’s model but try to enrich it. 
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Advice and communicative action 

Habermas (1988a, pp. 36-37) is probably the most influential philosopher who 
uses the ideas of Toulmin (1994) and Toulmin et al. (1984) to discuss the ‘Argu-
mentationspraxis’ in his theory of communicative action. This deliberative practice 
aims for universal consensus about factual statements and universal norms, but 
Habermas also offers insight into the local deliberative processes necessary to sup-
port evaluative statements in cultural, human and personal discussions. Using de-
liberation as the means to reach intersubjective consensus in social and societal 
issues is essential to Habermas’s theory of communicative action.  

Though Habermas takes Toulmin very seriously, he criticizes Toulmin for not 
further differentiating between the different rhetorical or dialectical fields (1988a, 
p. 61). Habermas argues that it is necessary to distinguish between five ‘meta-fields’ 
which he calls ‘Formen der Argumentation’: a theoretical, practical and explicative dis-
course with the possibility of universal agreement, and further the fields of aes-
thetic and therapeutic criticism. The latter can only lead to local or intersubjective 
consensus (1988a, pp. 38-45). 

The universal discourses are the fields of scientific inquiry because of their 
aim at timeless and universal knowledge, although this might be criticized as too 
modernistic. The theoretical discourse is about facts, causalities, and theory. Discus-
sions are about truth and the effects of teleological action. A practical discourse is 
about principles or norms concerning the appropriateness or morality of social 
action. The explicative discourse refers to the appropriate understanding and ex-
pression within a debate or discourse. It aims to clarify the concepts in use, and 
offers the possibility to discuss a conversation’s quality or fairness.  

Aesthetic criticism refers to criteria to evaluate human creations or activities 
within a cultural perspective and is thus culturally bound. It changes from time to 
time and from place to place. A culture influences judgments about appropriate-
ness of values or the direct evaluation of a situation (1988a, p. 41). Aesthetic criti-
cism is the less universal counterpart of the practical discourse in which accepted 
norms are applied in the deliberative process. Aesthetic criticism is an important 
activity in the work of a consultant, who has to criticize or establish values within 
the client’s social context. 

Therapeutic criticism refers to the authenticity or truth of personal expressions. 
This criticism belongs to the personal sphere of friendship or family relations. It 
also applies to the relationship between consultant and client. Both face human 
issues in which integrity and authenticity are important values. 

In these five meta-fields of argumentation different arguments are practiced, 
different criteria for good arguments are applied, and persuasion varies. Rational-
ity is in all cases the ultimate value to distinguish the better arguments, although 
the kind of rationality is different. In the context of advice the theoretical dis-
course is not as dominant as in scientific debates. Otto (2007, p. 20) makes a simi-
lar argument by differentiating between four fields with different standards to 
judge arguments. He refers to Wilber in stead of Habermas to support his argu-
ment. He distinguishes two (inter)subjective domains based individual or social 
judgments and two objective or scientific domains based on knowledge about in-
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dividual and collective realities. Validity of claims in the subjective domain are au-
thenticity or truthfulness (subjective) and justness (intersubjective). Validity of the 
objective domains are truth or correspondence (individual external reality) and 
functional fit (collective external reality).The two subjective domains show resem-
blance to Habermas’s fields of therapeutic and aesthetic criticism. Otto adds them 
to the two scientific domains to stress that discussions are also based on subjec-
tive forms of knowledge in the context of advice: ‘the four domains are interrelated in 
the reflections of the professional’ (Otto 2007, p. 37). Otto is consultant (hybrid) with 
also a professional academic interested in the knowledge processes behind con-
sulting. 

Though Habermas draws a strict line between the universalistic discourses 
and culturally-embedded criticism, I will argue that the theoretical and practical 
discourses are also culturally embedded and thus to some extent local. Habermas 
correctly claims that arguments referring to general norms or rules are different 
from arguments referring to criteria that concern local quality or beauty. Usually 
moral or practical norms are less disputable, more generally accepted, and less 
controversial than culturally-embedded criteria. Aesthetic criteria are less general 
and therefore have to be established. They even can be fashionable. However, 
Habermas’s claim of universality concerning the theoretical, practical and explica-
tive discourses has to be taken with care because moral convictions and scientific 
insights also change over time and between cultures. They can only be considered 
more universal and more generally accepted. Postmodernists rightly criticize Haber-
mas for his claim of universality but must admit that more local and more univer-
sal kinds of knowledge still have differences in degree. The results of scientific de-
bate (theoretical discourse) are among the most universal and most widely ac-
cepted claims.  

Toulmin does not define five meta-fields of argumentation like Habermas, 
but illustrates different theoretical and practical fields with different arguments. 
Toulmin’s approach is flexible enough to integrate Habermas’s differentiation and 
also to further differentiate Habermas’s fields. Only with Habermas’s additions 
does Toulmin’s approach become a useful model to analyze advice argumentation. 
Toulmin’s approach is limited to a critical discussion of general theoretical argu-
ments or practical principles. These are the domains in which Toulmin looks for 
examples (Habermas 1988a, p. 62). Even though Toulmin refers to argumentation 
about art (Toulmin et al. 1984, p 358; 360), the examples are technical and not 
evaluative or aesthetic in the sense Habermas introduces. 

Aesthetic criticism enables discussions about values. Culturally-embedded ap-
praisals of good or bad, ugly or beautiful, and useful or useless demand observa-
tions that can be upheld by appropriate value judgments. These evaluative obser-
vations have to be discussed critically, because local rather than general norms in-
form us of the appropriateness of the evaluation. Acceptance of norms is estab-
lished through critical discussion and evaluation. Social acceptance of the evalua-
tive observation can serve as backing in an argument. In the same sense we can 
challenge the evaluation by socially shared criticisms. 

Evaluations of quality, appropriateness, and efficiency are an important part 
of advice. As Otto (2007) claims, consultants are involved in these kind of discus-
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sions. Aesthetic criticism therefore is a major activity of a consultant. Academic 
advisers with an economic background are accustomed to the theoretical dis-
course. While academics in technical disciplines can be familiar with the normative 
discussions of practical discourse, aesthetic criticism is external to their profession 
in general. Aesthetic criticism and therapeutic criticism can be relevant in private, 
not in their professional academic, life. A consultant does not have the academic’s 
professional resistance to the more local discourses. She is accustomed to judging 
an organization as badly structured, or a strategy as inappropriate. The next step 
would be to suggest an improvement of the structure or the strategy. The evalua-
tive activity is analogous to the judgment that “the food is too cold.” Rather than 
an objective and exact rule, it is an aesthetic consensus.  
 

Advice and speech act theory 

What kind of thing advice “is,” what kind of reality it is part of, or what kind of 
substance it has, are questions of ontology. The ontological question of what ad-
vice is could be answered from the perspective of speech act theory, since advice 
is expressed in language. It would be a matter of definition to separate language 
from elements like meaning or intention. If language includes these elements that 
go together with its use, advice can be seen as a speech act with a performative 
character. 

Speech act theorists like Austin (2003, pp. 4-7) and Searle (1996, p. 68) distin-
guish between performative and constative elements in language. The common 
understanding of language mainly considers constative elements. The definitions 
of language in dictionaries stress its constative or descriptive character. Language 
expressed by humans means more than representation or description. Speech act 
theorists stress the performative elements in the use of language, which comple-
ment the constative elements. With the performative character they stress that lan-
guage creates social reality; it is more than a means of describing an existing real-
ity. 

Though there are situations in which the common descriptive understanding 
of language is enough to explain what happens, advice certainly is more than the 
neutral or constative expression of a meaning. A recommendation purports or in-
tends to influence. It is meant to be advantageous and leaves the advice-getter 
with the responsibility to consider the advice seriously. Neglecting good advice 
can be foolish and must have at least some convincing reasons behind it. Advice 
thus creates a new social reality with new expectations. The world is not quite the 
same as before. That makes it a performative speech act. The performative ele-
ments make it most obvious that we ‘do things with words,’ a view introduced by 
Austin in 1955 (Austin 2003). After Austin, other philosophers embraced this 
concept of language as a force to realize action, like Searle and Habermas. 
Habermas integrated the idea of speech acts in his theory of communicative ac-
tion.  

Speech act theorists claim that the use of language implies an act. That even 
applies to “locution” (getting a meaning across). They thus argue that every locu-
tion implies an “illocution,” which adds the dimension of an act to the descriptive 
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meaning of language. Austin (2003, pp. 98-99): ‘To perform a locutionary act is in gen-
eral also to perform an illocutionary act. Thus in performing a locutionary act we shall also be 
performing such an act as: asking or answering a question, giving some information or an assur-
ance or a warning, announcing a verdict or an intention, pronouncing a sentence, making an ap-
pointment or an appeal or a criticism, making an identification or giving a description and the 
numerous like.’  

It is thus a fundamental change of perspective, which is relevant in the con-
text of advice. From the perspective of speech act theory, giving advice is consid-
ered a performative speech act, an ‘illocution’ (Austin 2003, p. 102; p. 156). We real-
ize an action with words when we apologize, warn, order, promise or recommend. 

Insofar as a speech act realizes an effect it can be characterized a ‘perlocution’ 
(Austin 2003, p. 109; Petrey 1990, p. 13). Advice is therefore always an illocution, 
but not necessarily a perlocution. Perlocutions have the effect to surprise, to con-
vince, to persuade or even to mislead. Perlocutions do not imply that the author 
or speaker cares about truth or integrity. Perlocutions are thus not necessarily con-
ventionally embedded (Austin 2003, p. 121-122); illocutions are. We all know how 
to apologize, warn, promise, and formulate advice. 

Austin and Searle agree that giving advice is an illocutionary speech act be-
cause the words of advice perform the act of advice, and because advice refers to 
the authority and expertise of the adviser and the client’s need for advice (Searle 
1996, p. 67). Advice is different from, say, orders or commands, because advice 
leaves acceptance up the client. The intention is that the advice is helpful.  

Habermas argues in line with Austin and Searle but he adds that advice is a 
diffuse or multidimensional kind of speech act (1988b, p. 112). It is an illocution 
that refers to some norm or practice, but often also to a prognosis of causes and 
effects (locution). Common to characterizations of illocutionary speech acts is that 
they get their meaning and force in a social context. Illocutions refer to social 
codes and practices. Habermas agrees that this character applies to advice. To 
consider advice an illocutionary speech act implies reference to cultural and socio-
economic conventions. Though Habermas relates illocutionary speech acts to cul-
ture (1988b. p. 113), he does not explicitly connect aesthetic criticism with speech 
acts like giving advice. The connection is implied though: illocutions refer to social 
conventions in a socio-historical context, which belong to the aesthetic or cultural 
meta-field. 

There is a difference, however, between the level of abstraction of advice as 
speech act and a concrete recommendation. Speech act theory considers the pre-
conditions necessary to realize the performative character of any kind of advice. 
Searle mentions the conventional necessities of need (of advice) and expertise (to 
give advice) (Searle 1996, p. 67). More specific preconditions should also be met 
to allow a recommendation to work. Speech act theory offers a general perspec-
tive to analyze advice, but still calls for an awareness of the local social and cul-
tural contexts in which the advice is embedded. 
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Some philosophical characteristics of advice: a summary 

Rhetoric, dialectic and speech act theory offer many insights into the character of 
advice and advice argumentation. These philosophical and rhetorical traditions 
began with Plato and Aristotle and tell something about advice argumentation in 
general, without reference to specific economic or political arguments supporting 
concrete advice in these fields. In this philosophical debate about advice Aristotle, 
Toulmin, Habermas, and speech act theorists are the main discussants. Primary 
characteristics of advice argumentation are summarized in table 3.2. 

 
Table 3.2: Characteristics of advice argumentation 

Aristotle Toulmin Speech act theory Habermas 

Advice characteristics: 

• Political Field 

• Future orientation 

• Normative  

• Uncertainty 

• Probable claims 

• Advice needs rheto-

ric 

• Use of classical 

syllogism 

• Field application 

based on Aristotle 

• Extended syllogism 

with backing, rebut-

tal and modality 

necessary 

• Use of positive and 

normative warrants 

and backings 

• Advice is ‘doing 

things with words’ 

• Advice influences 

the social world 

• Advice refers to 

social conventions 

and cultural context 

 

• Advice needs ar-

guments from many 

meta-fields like 

theoretical or practi-

cal discourse and 

aesthetic or thera-

peutic criticism 

• Advice is a diffuse 

speech act 

Implications: 

Advice is a rhetorical 

genre 

 

Advice argumentation 

differs within fields or 

(sub) disciplines. 

Advice creates social 

responsibilities 

Advice needs argu-

ments from different 

meta-fields 

Common: advice results in a normative statement about a proposed action 

 

3.2 The analysis of advice argumentation 

Enriched Toulmin analysis 

Many scholars in political sciences like management science or policy analysis ap-
ply Toulmin analysis; some also reflect on the limitations of Toulmin’s analytical 
framework. They suggest additions that stem from their analysis of policy debates. 
Toulmin’s approach is also discussed critically in the field of argumentation the-
ory. Toulmin (1994, pp. 1; 254) would welcome this discussion: he considers his 
own contribution an ‘essay’ to be taken as a starting point for further develop-
ments. 

The first criticism against Toulmin is that he only considers micro-
argumentation and not complex argumentation (Van Eemeren et al, 1997, p. 198; 
MacRae, Jr., 1993, p. 294; V. Werder 1999, p. 676). Van Eemeren et al. consider 
integration of a backing a first step to relate the warrant to underlying arguments, 
but it is obviously not enough to analyze more complex structures of arguments. 
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The criticism is relevant because analyzing complex argumentation is necessary in 
the context of advice.  

Toulmin et al. (1984, p. 77) argue that grounds can be the conclusion of a pre-
vious argument and that a conclusion can be supported by more than one ground. 
In that respect the criticism that Toulmin only considers micro-argumentation 
seems to be a straw man. Toulmin also mentions the need for backward support if 
the grounds or facts that support a claim, are contested: ‘Of course we may not get the 
challenger even to agree about the correctness of these facts, and in that case we have to clear his 
objection out of the way by a preliminary argument’ (1994, p. 97). 

Toulmin applies his analytical model for micro-argumentation to large and 
complex structures of many connected arguments. Toulmin argues that claims and 
grounds can be connected in longer chains of arguments. In his analysis of com-
plex arguments, however, he isolates single arguments. The rest is a “lemma.” If 
the argument under consideration is proved to be without flaw, the analysis could 
go on to other levels in the entire complex argument. It is most reasonable to start 
with the main conclusion, and look for support by grounds, warrants and backing 
and to discuss modality and rebuttals. This approach corresponds to Hoppe’s and 
Peterse’s (1998b, p. 237) use of Toulmin’s analytic framework. 

Complexity of argumentation has different faces in the case of advice. Often 
more than one recommendation is formulated in practice, and often a recommen-
dation has more than one ground. In cost benefit analysis many kinds of costs and 
benefits are considered as grounds to assess alternatives. With help of Toulmin’s 
categories the argument can be analyzed on different levels such as what moti-
vates the choice of alternatives, the choice of cost categories, and the method of 
cost estimation. The criticism that Toulmin’s analysis cannot analyze complex ar-
gumentation is therefore not very convincing. Toulmin's framework enables a rich 
analysis of single arguments in connection with other arguments, even though his 
analytical focus is on micro-argumentation. 

A second criticism draws attention to the need for backing the grounds, 
which Toulmin presents as unquestionable facts or data. Toulmin’s grounds are 
often shared observations or accepted knowledge. The quality of these fact or 
data, however, depends on the quality of observation, measurement, and appro-
priate registration. Valid data from observations and interviews require the cer-
tainty that the questions leading to them were the right ones. Integrating the issue 
of acceptability of grounds in Toulmin’s framework is possible only with a back-
ing of the grounds. Toulmin does not draw this conclusion himself, but admits 
that grounds can be criticized and questioned (Toulmin et al. 1984, p. 243). 

The need for backing of grounds in a Toulmin analysis is argued by different 
authors like Rieke and Sillars (2001, p. 116), Benson et al. (1995, p. 1648), Van 
Eemeren et al. (1997, p. 191), Neutelings (1996, p. 201) and Schellens (1985, p. 
73). Few grounds have the character of an indisputable observation. And what is 
the difference between the observation of data that serve as grounds, compared to 
the observation of regularities or causalities that serve as warrants? Scientific ob-
servation of facts or data and of regularities or scientific laws all demand a sound 
methodological backing. In both cases the scientific discipline dictates that which 
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is considered sound. The backing of warrants is not more field-dependent than 
the backing of grounds. 

Toulmin considers a backing as a statement of fact that equals the character 
of grounds or data (Toulmin 1994, p. 105). Its function is to back the assumed 
relation (warrant) between ground and conclusion. The need for backing a warrant 
can be illustrated by a legal example: a crime or an offence against the Road Traf-
fic Acts leads to a certain punishment by reference to an act or jurisdiction. The 
backing would be the exact reference to the act or relevant accounts of jurisdic-
tion (Toulmin 1994, p. 99; Toulmin et al. 1984, p. 307). This kind of backing is 
even culturally field-dependent, given that nations have their own laws and juris-
dictions. In this case, the ground can be backed by a statement of fact that vali-
dates the observation, for example, clocking the speed of a car at a certain time in 
a certain place. 

An additional argument for the importance of backing grounds could be de-
rived from the criticism Van Eemeren et al. (1997, p. 199) formulate with respect 
to Toulmin’s differentiation between grounds and warrants. They argue that in 
practice it is difficult to decide how arguments are delegated to grounds versus 
warrants. Toulmin agrees: ‘the same English sentence may serve a double func-
tion: it may be uttered, that is, in one situation to convey a piece of information, in 
another to authorise a step in an argument, and even perhaps in some contexts to 
do both things at once’ (1994, p. 99). But Toulmin underlines the different func-
tions of grounds and warrants within a single argument. Warrants function as logi-
cal authorities that connect grounds to claims. Grounds give information neces-
sary to apply the warrant that allows the conclusion. However, that the same 
statement can assume a different function is an argument for the equal need for 
backing of grounds and warrants. This need does not depend on these functions, 
but on the acceptability of the statement. There is thus no good reason to argue in 
favor of Toulmin’s approach that only the warrant has to be backed. The grounds 
can also need this kind of backing.  

A third criticism draws attention to the diverse character of grounds in real 
life debates. Grounds can be more than objective facts or data. Toulmin acknowl-
edges that warrants are diverse like warrants that refer to causal relations, laws, 
principles, criteria, values or motives. Since grounds and warrants are interchange-
able as statements, then why cannot grounds refer to emotions, values or moral 
intuitions too, such as: “you cannot harm him because you would regret it.” This 
ground and claim can be connected by a warrant like “people feel sorry if they 
hurt someone.” The grounds refers to the feeling of regret. 

Management decisions can offer examples of these emotional arguments. V. 
Werder (1999, p. 676) argues that grounds in real life debates often are not factual 
in the sense of scientific grounds. Grounds often can be an evaluation of success, 
profitability or effectiveness of a strategy. The grounds that appraise a situation 
will be even more disputable than the gounds that state objective data. A consult-
ant often has to value management situations by means of personal judgments to 
make an argument and, like personal observations, they can be subjective, biased 
or wrong. The need for backing of these grounds will thus even grow, compared 
to more “factual” or “objective” grounds based measuring speed or counting. The 
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type of backing (legitimization) will be different for the more intersubjective or 
subjective grounds that are based, as Habermas argues, on aesthetic or therapeutic 
criticism.  

Mitroff and Mason (1980, p. 334) argue likewise in their reflection on the use 
of Toulmin’s grounds because managers often decide based on personal evidence, 
like feelings, intuition, and personal valuations. These judgments belong to aes-
thetic and therapeutic criticism as Habermas defines them. They generate evidence 
in the context of advice, but have only a local validity and are thus even more 
field-dependent than the warrants. 

The criticisms presented thus far demand some additions to Toulmin’s ana-
lytical model, in the same sense as Toulmin did with respect to the classical syllo-
gism of claim, major premise, and minor premise. The proposed additions are the 
backing of grounds and the acknowledgement of the field dependency of grounds. 
The need for backing of grounds certainly applies to the field of advice where un-
questionable grounds are rare. Figure 3.2 presents the enriched analytical model, 
which will serve as an analytical framework to discuss advice argumentation. 
 
Figure 3.2: Enriched Toulmin analysis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The enriched Toulmin model analyzes the six aspects of micro-argumentation and 
adds the backing of grounds. The model is also sensitive to the variation in 
grounds. Data, appraisals, estimations, and other representative statements need 
backing if they refer to social realities that are partially obscured, culturally de-
pendent or even specific to social groups or fields like organizations or markets. 
Observation of social situations and interpretation of action depends on shared  
valuation. We could also refer here to organizations’ unwritten rules, specific pro-
fessional conventions, profession-specific values or differences in perspective be-
tween those who serve different roles within a profession, such as prosecuting and 
defense attorneys. Here the “truth” of observations requires a social consensus as 
backing. The model also supports an analysis of complex argumentation. 
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Dialectic and relativism  

The additions to Toulmin’s model thus far in response to critical arguments make 
it a sensible approach to the field dependency of grounds. The increased field de-
pendency of the argument makes this view on argumentation and deliberation 
more vulnerable to the criticism of relativism by MacRae, Jr., (1993, p. 294) and 
Van Eemeren et al. (1997, p. 259-260). MacRae, Jr. argues that Toulmin cannot 
present higher level criteria to judge competing arguments between fields or to 
appraise the quality of arguments in different fields. That is a crucial requirement 
for the comparison of economic advice argumentation by consultants and aca-
demic advisers. In this area academic advisers may follow different rules, prefer 
different arguments, or participate in an economic conversation because they are 
academics; consultants belong more to the practicing field, and participate in con-
versations with managers and other consultants. 

MacRae, Jr.’s criticism is less fundamental than he suggests, though. A com-
parison between conflicting criteria or arguments in different fields requires delib-
eration, argumentation on a higher level of abstraction. A comparison can result in 
a claim, which has to be supported by grounds, warrants and backings. It is like 
reasoning in the field of ethics, comparing the merits of economic and political 
propositions. The conclusions of these ethical arguments can be drawn by reflect-
ing on different field-dependent values. The economic value of efficiency can con-
flict with the political value of employment. Conflicting values can be discussed 
from the perspective of a more general field of argument. 

While Toulmin does not necessarily define all his fields “horizontally,” he uses 
academic disciplines as examples (Toulmin 1994, p.14-22). There are traditional 
disciplines like economics or sociology, but across these disciplines there are “ver-
tical” fields like methodology, ethics, and guidelines for presentation. Likewise 
Habermas distinguishes five meta-fields of which the explicative discourse refers 
to the general rules of deliberation in the four other fields. 

MacRae, Jr. makes an interesting contribution to this debate by pointing to 
the necessity to compare the merits of different values and value-systems in dif-
ferent fields. His claim that this cannot be done in Toulmin’s approach lacks sup-
port, however: a nice feature of Toulmin’s approach is that general criteria to de-
cide between fields have to be discussed and deliberated as well. As a consequence 
a claim of universal standards cannot be posed lightly. General standards have to 
be supported. 

The challenge MacRae, Jr. formulates requires a dialectical interpretation of 
Toulmin’s field dependency in a Hegelian sense. Hegel argues against relativism as 
well as abstract universalism. The dialectic he argues for should refer to “content,” 
– what Toulmin tries to realize with his arguments’ field dependency as opposed 
to formal logic. Both philosophers thus argue against abstract syllogisms and for a 
real and complete understanding in which formal syllogism can only offer limited 
help. In Hegel’s original words: ‘Der Mangel des formalen Schlusses liegt daher nicht in der 
Form des Schlusses …, sondern dass sie nur als abstrakte, daher begriffslose Form ist’ 
(Hegel 1986, p. 377). 
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It cannot be a coincidence that Mason (1969) referred to Hegel’s dialectic at 
the start of his intellectual career and later became attracted to Toulmin’s Uses of 
Arguments (Mitroff and Mason 1980, p. 332-335; Mitroff et al. 1982, p 1392). Ma-
son (1969, p. B408) refers to Hegel to give theoretical background to his ‘dialectical 
approach to strategic planning,’ which begins with an existing strategic plan. The dia-
lectical approach then tries to identify criticisms, which give clues to the assump-
tions of the existing plan as well as alternative assumptions supporting an alterna-
tive plan. These two strategic plans are presented to the relevant board of direc-
tors as thesis and antithesis, serving as stimulants to rethink their strategy and stir 
creative thoughts. The final strategy is the synthesis (Mason 1969, p. B412). 

Hegel (1986, p. 243-401) demonstrates in the first part of the ‘Subjective Logik’ 
that dialectical reasoning is a process of thinking that results in a more complete 
understanding, which is precisely the dialectical process Mason organized as con-
sultant (Mason 1969, p. B409-B412). It is a dialectical movement from single and 
isolated judgments to conceptualization. Conceptualization means that different 
single judgments about a subject are related and integrated, implying that the sin-
gle judgments alone cannot offer a thorough understanding. It is like the thesis 
and antithesis in the case of the two strategic plans. This dialectical process of rea-
soning enables understanding of the real issues in strategic planning as well as 
other social and economic fields. It is not a formal classification of different syllo-
gisms, but a process of thinking in which negation of the particular character of 
single judgments has a central position in the mental process toward integral un-
derstanding.  

Van Eemeren et al. (1997) consider it inappropriate and confusing to discuss 
Toulmin’s logic with its field dependency in relation to Hegel’s dialectic. Accord-
ing to them, Hegel’s understanding of dialectic has nothing to do with the new 
rhetoric or dialectic that Perelman or Toulmin helped develop (Van Eemeren et 
al. 1997, p. 61, p. 117). That conclusion, however, is drawn too easily and without 
backing. Especially Toulmin tries to connect elements of formal logic to a con-
tent-based inquiry and even to common sense knowledge of the world, like Hegel 
did. Both try to get closer to the logical or dialectical processes the human mind is 
able to perform in the context of concrete knowledge creation. That means that 
they both cross the borders of formal logic in a similar way. 

Advice in practice is a complex intellectual construct, which has judgments 
and syllogisms as argumentative elements. These elements have to make sense, 
which also is the ultimate criterion to decide if the argument is right in the end, 
and to decide if the advice is acceptable as well. It is complex argumentation that 
has to move beyond the relativity of single judgments or arguments and of field-
dependent argumentation. Argumentation in the context of advice often has to be 
interdisciplinary, relating arguments from different fields to reach a more integral 
and less relativist understanding. Relativism is a necessary step in argumentation, 
however, to prevent absolutism. 

As an economic adviser, it is better to be a relativist and acknowledge limited 
economic understanding than assume there is nothing more to say. Mason’s dia-
lectical approach to strategic planning illustrates this nicely because it argues 
against satisfaction with the first strategic plan with its many partly flawed assump-
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tions. Although not enough for integral understanding, relativism is a first step in 
acknowledging limited understanding. Integral understanding is a challenging but 
idealistic objective, due to the limitations of the human mind. We never reach 
complete understanding, not of our lives, our closest friends or the social world, 
but aiming for it is a worthy objective. 
 

3.3 The rhetorical turn in policy sciences 

Rhetoric and social science developments 

If the connection between philosophical rhetoric, dialectic and policy decisions or 
policy advice is as obvious as Aristotle claims, there should be modern evidence. 
Anderson (1983), Mitroff and Mason (1981) and V. Werder (1999) argue for this 
connection explicitly in political as well as business policy concepts. More con-
temporary scientists are analyzing political or strategic decisions from a dialectical 
or rhetorical perspective (Van Baalen, 2001, p. 55; Hattersley 1998, p. 22; Jackall 
1989 p. 142; Kieser 2002, p. 215; Minto 1995, p. 23; Weggeman 2001, p. 128). 
They discuss the connection between rhetoric and advice, presented as an expla-
nation for the success of consultants (but not on behalf of “empty” rhetoric). 
Rhetoric and dialectic are considered necessary and useful to giving advice  

The rhetorical turn in the social sciences is a turn away from the “received 
view” of positivism as illustrated by Robbins and Tinbergen in the context of eco-
nomic advice, but it is also a turn away from modernism since the origin of rheto-
ric is pre-modern. It is a turn away from claims of universal validity and scientific 
certainty and towards the acknowledgement of local knowledge and the impor-
tance of different opinions or perspectives in a debate. It is also a turn away from 
the exclusive use of scientific values; science is about more than positive state-
ments as the “received view” claims. The discussion of values becomes part of 
scientific inquiry. It should include more methods to acquire knowledge and more 
fields of knowledge. Because lay knowledge can be convincing, it is not excluded 
as unscientific beforehand. Rationality can mean more than calculation and opti-
mization: it can include trust, reliability, or other forms of social rationality 
(Churchman 1962). This broader focus is necessary to analyze economic advice in 
practice. Advice requires the valuation that something is a good thing to do. It 
demands personal responsibility and a critical use of common sense.  

Although rhetoric lost its central position at universities after the Middle 
Ages, rhetorical attention survived in the judicial domain, possibly due to its 
strong pre-modern roots and language-based character. As practitioners of argu-
ment, defense attorneys, prosecutors, and even judges need rhetorical skills. 
Toulmin compares the logic of argumentation to jurisprudence, referring to ‘the 
court of Reason’ as metaphor (1994, p. 8). Perelman and Obrechts-Tyteca (1971, pp. 
99-110) also discuss the connection between rhetoric and the judicial field. The 
latter is their stepping stone to argue for more rhetorical and dialectical awareness 
in other rhetorical disciplines. 
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Toulmin, Perelman, and Obrechts-Tyteca are to a large extent responsible for 
the revival of rhetoric in the second half of the twentieth century, but not till the 
1980s did rhetoric get broader attention in the social and human sciences. Nelson, 
Megill and McCloskey (1987, p. x) asked Toulmin to help with planning a sympo-
sium that resulted in The Rhetoric of the Human Sciences: Language and Argument in 
Scholarship and Public Affairs. Parallel developments in policy analysis, economics 
and management science accelerated towards the end of the twentieth century.  

Even in the more technical sciences dialectical and rhetorical elements are 
visible. In Creating a Dialectical Social Science, Mitroff and Mason (1981, p. 147-8) re-
fer to exemplary scientists involved in lunar research beginning in 1969. They 
showed the importance of personal commitment and involvement with respect to 
research. They argued that disinterestedness and emotional neutrality have to be 
complemented with emotional commitment to argue for one’s findings. Univers-
alism has to be complemented with particularism since the acceptance of findings 
depends partly on personal features of a scientist and social conditions. All science 
is thus a human, social enterprise. 

Mitroff and Mason (1981, p. 156) conclude their book with a characterization 
of four scientific styles. Two are humanist styles; two are technical styles; each can 
have either a universalistic or particular orientation. The human aspect implies a 
helping or socially involved attitude (Mitroff and Mason, 1981, p. 171). Their ‘par-
ticular humanist’ style fits the consultant role best. The non-human counterpart with 
a particular orientation is the ‘analytic scientist’ who tries to apply his scientific 
knowledge like an instrumentalist problem solver as in Robbins (1952). On the 
universalistic side are the ‘global humanist’ and the ‘conceptual theorist.’ Mitroff and 
Mason (1981, p. 175) argue that scientists should combine the four styles to im-
prove quality, which results in a dialectical social science. 
 

Rhetoric and norm setting in economics 

Those who argue for more rhetorical awareness in economics and related disci-
plines like policy science or organizational studies often cite McCloskey (1983). 
She argues that arguments count more than official economic epistemology tells 
us, therefore heavily criticizing the current ‘received view’ of modernism in econom-
ics that promises ‘knowledge free from doubt, metaphysics, morals, and personal conviction’ 
(1983, p. 488). Instead McCloskey argues that modernism ‘cannot, and should not, 
deliver what it promises. Scientific method is no different from other personal knowledge.’ 
McCloskey argues that economics would improve if economists applied rhetoric 
more seriously. It would allow them to discuss relevant economic issues like the 
introspection, experience or common sense currently ignored by the received view 
(McCloskey 1983, p. 513). 

Shortly after, Klamer illustrated the point made by McCloskey in Conversations 
with Economists (1983): economics is about arguments, debates, and persuasion. 
Klamer analyzed the different economic opinions of leading economists, conclud-
ing that they build their theory on different basic claims, different theoretical ar-
guments, and even different empirical arguments. Klamer concluded there are ma-
jor differences of opinion in the field of economics with respect to the analysis of 
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what “is.” None of the arguments is strong enough to resolve differences of opin-
ion (Klamer 1983, p. 244): ‘Just as there is no definitive theoretical argument there is no de-
finitive empirical argument.’ The consequence is an ongoing economic debate. Eco-
nomic disagreement seems structural. Economists thus need rhetorical skills (Ma-
jone 1989, p. 36-7; Theeuwes 1997, p. 94), and rhetorical analysis offers insights 
into the differences between their opinions and arguments. 

Klamer and McCloskey have pushed their argument for a rhetorical perspec-
tive further in a number of books and articles: McCloskey (1985; 1992; 1994), 
Cordes et al. (1993), Van Dalen and Klamer (1996) and Klamer (2001; 2007). 
Though many economists respect these authors, it seems most economists still 
cannot accept their science as deeply rhetorical. They may fear it will weaken the 
force of their own positivist/modernist rhetoric, which claims certain or doubtless 
scientific results. 

The argument for rhetorical awareness pushed by Klamer and McCloskey is, 
after all, an argument for honesty. They claim that research would be more scien-
tific if economists would take their common sense, experience, and moral intui-
tions more seriously. In their more current work, both McCloskey (1997) and 
Klamer (2003) turn to normative questions in economics. Klamer (2003, p. 201) 
refers to his experience as a ‘consulting economist’ like Peacock (1992) and Blaug 
(1980) to illustrate his involvement in processes of valuation, evaluation, and val-
orization. The latter is the discursive process of value or norm creation and inte-
gration of new values in one’s view (Klamer 2003, p.199-201). These processes are 
at the heart of decision making, and economic investigation should include discus-
sion of these values. They are never “just given” in economic decision processes, 
as economists must assume in their preferred method of theorizing. That ap-
proach does not suffice if the objective is to analyze the process of economic de-
cision making (Klamer 2003, p. 209) or policy advice (Majone 1989, p. 26). 

The irony of the standard economic models of decision making is that they 
influence how economic agents make decisions: economic students are more ra-
tional in their behavior than non-economic students. Different experiments have 
shown that economic students focus on economic optimization instead of the 
more general human process of deliberative decision making in which values of 
different kinds are taken into consideration. The positivist economic model of de-
cision making thus generates a “selfish” view, which has a strong moral impact on 
decision making (Alvey 2000, p. 1232). That renders even positive economics a 
normative science, and even more “dismal” than classical economics after Smith. 
 

Rhetorical analysis and management science 

Also scholars in the field of management science show sympathy for rhetorical 
and dialectical approaches. They are less exceptional than McCloskey and Klamer 
in their field. Alvesson and Kärreman (2000), Boje (2001), Czarniawska (1996; 
2004) and Morgan (1986) advocate different narrative approaches as a means of 
analysis. Putnam and Failhurst (2001) have investigated a number of discourse-
analytical approaches in organization theory. Their conception of discourse analy-
sis includes narrative, rhetorical and dialectical approaches. Anderson (1983), Che-
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ney (1983) and DiSanza and Bullis (1999) write about argumentation in organiza-
tional decision making. 

Mason (1969, p. B408) argues for a dialectical approach in strategic planning 
and strategic advice. Mitroff and Mason try more dialectical approaches; Toul-
min’s analytical model is one (Mitroff and Mason 1980, p. 336; Mitroff and Mason 
1981, p. 87; Mitroff, Mason and Barabba 1982, p. 1392). Gold, Holman and 
Thorpe (2002, p. 375) also refer to Toulmin analysis but they ignore all of his con-
tributions to the classical syllogism. In fact they argue for a classical approach to 
develop argumentation and storytelling skills, claiming that managers can perform 
better with these skills. 

V. Werder (1999) uses Toulmin to analyze the arguments supporting two 
strategies of Daimler Benz in Germany. The first decision was to become an inte-
grated technology group, the second was about de-layering Daimler Benz. V. 
Werder (1999, pp. 677; 681) evaluates the ‘argumentation rationality’ of these deci-
sions. He argues that greater impartiality of the arguments (attention to rebuttals), 
the number of parallel arguments (breadth) and the number of levels of grounds 
and sub-grounds supporting the claim (depth) can all contribute to the rationality 
of a decision. V. Werder thus extends the analysis proposed by Toulmin to a com-
plex network of arguments that together support a strategic decision. V. Werder 
found that the argumentation for Daimler Benz to become an integrated technol-
ogy group was not very rational. If the argumentation had been more balanced 
and deeper it could have prevented Daimler Benz from making a mistake of this 
importance. V. Werder (1999, p. 674) claims that Toulmin has developed the most 
influential argumentation theory applied in recent management theory. His appli-
cation of Toulmin’s ideas deserves recognition and is more sophisticated than any 
I have found.  

Because economic practice is permeated by discursive situations (think of ne-
gotiations between organizations, or managers and employees, or within manage-
ment teams), we would expect more accounts of dialectical analysis. For Kolb and 
Putnam (1992, p. 319) these negotiations are indeed an argument to focus on de-
liberative processes within organizations.  

By means of text analysis, Huff (1983, p. 169) identified shifts in the strategy 
debate in ‘a state university school of business.’ Huff argues for a rhetorical analysis of 
strategic change, since the ‘strategy of an organization is rarely, if ever, non-controversial’ 
(Huff 1983, p 167). 

A rhetorical analysis by Barry and Elmes (1997, p. 435) considers strategic de-
liberation as a process of storytelling. The authors compare rhetorical elements 
like the greater presence and credibility of a written story compared to an oral 
story, or the difference in presence between text and video. Barry and Elmes 
(1997, p. 438) also mention the clearness and familiarity of consultant ideas in this 
process of storytelling as a means to gain credibility. This observation is also made 
by Huczynski (1992, p. 15). 

Recent attention to deliberative elements in the field of organization theory is 
on a more abstract level. Like many academic disciplines, it is an arena of debate 
itself. Many methodological and ideological approaches co-exist. Westwood and 
Clegg (2003, p. 11) refer to that situation in order to explain why they have edited 
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a book with the title Debating Organization, in which orthodox and alternative ap-
proaches approach the same issue by presenting a ‘point and counterpoint in organiza-
tion studies.’ Different orthodox, positivist approaches are discussed together with 
interpretative or critical approaches that can stem from the Frankfurter Schule and 
other post-positivist traditions. None of these approaches is meant to be domi-
nant. This view corresponds to Klamer’s conclusion that no one economist’s 
opinion could decisively settle the debate in economics (1983, p. 237).  

Westwood and Clegg present organization theory as the ‘overarching discourse.’ 
They oppose the idea that sub-discourses within the field of organization theory 
tend to be mutually exclusive. The power of a discourse is not to decide what is or 
is not true. No one sub-discourse should claim superiority over others. Lack of 
conversation, misunderstandings, and ill-informed debates are cited by Westwood 
and Clegg (2003, p. 1-2; 12-13; 17) as hindrances. This pragmatic view illustrates 
the loose interpretation of discourse theory that Westwood and Clegg prefer. Dis-
course theory should offer a perspective that facilitates discussion between ap-
proaches in organization theory. 

Rhetorical and dialectical analysis, narrative analysis and discourse analysis are 
not the most dominant analytical perspectives in management science; positivist 
and modernist approaches still reign. However, rhetorical approaches get attention 
and are taken seriously by many scholars, more so than in the field of economic 
theory. 

 

Discursive policy analysis 

In policy sciences there has been awareness for rhetoric in the policy process since 
the 1980s. Majone (1989) for example is well known for his argumentative and 
rhetorical understanding of the policy process. He criticizes the academic claim 
that scientific knowledge is proven: ‘if there is one point on which all schools of thought 
agree today, it is that scientific knowledge is always tentative and open to refutation’ (Majone 
1989, p. 43). A rhetorical perspective applies thus even more to policy advice 
where time for legitimization and accessibility of knowledge are more limited than 
in the context of academic research. 

Clients have to be persuaded as well: ‘experience also shows that facts and statistics 
are seldom sufficient to bring about changes in behavior’ (Majone 1989, p. 39). Majone 
characterizes the policy adviser of governments or businesses therefore as a ‘sup-
plier of arguments’ and a ‘propagandist of values’ (1989, p. 34). A positivist/modernist 
adviser in the tradition of Robbins and Tinbergen would be offended by such a 
characterization. Majone claims that this provocative characterization is necessary 
to illustrate how an outdated methodology makes it impossible to discuss the 
benefit of the subjective and rhetorical aspects of advice (1989, p. 35). Clark and 
Majone (1985, p. 6) are very critical about the contribution of these scientific ap-
proaches to real life questions. Majone (1989, p. 40) argues that the rhetorical as-
pects in policy advice are not harmful, but not discussing them is. He concludes 
his argument on policy advice with the claim that persuasion is justifiable on both 
professional and ethical grounds. 
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Fisher agrees fully in his Evaluating Public Policy (1995). He refers to Majone 
(1989) as he elaborates on the deliberative character of the policy process (Fisher 
1995, pp. 17; 209). Two years earlier he and Forester edited The Argumentative Turn 
in Policy Analysis and Planning (1993). In it a number of policy scientists argue for a 
more deliberative approach in their discipline. After The Argumentative Turn, Sabat-
ier and Jenkins-Smith (1993), Hoppe and Peterse (1998a) and Hajer and Wagenaar 
(2003) edited books that continued the argumentative turn in policy analysis. The 
contributions refer to argumentation, deliberation, and the process of persuasion. 

More narrative approaches are practiced in the field of policy analysis like in 
van Eeten’s dissertation, Dialogues of the Deaf (1999) and Narrative Policy Analysis by 
Emery and Roe (1998). An older dissertation by Propper (1989) investigates the 
communicative rationality of policy decisions based on Habermas’s theory of 
communicative action. This list is by no means exhaustive, lending even more 
support to the claim that within the field of policy sciences is plenty of evidence to 
support Aristotle’s claim that policy advice is a rhetorical genre. 

The Argumentative Turn provides a strong claim for choosing a rhetorical per-
spective in policy analysis. It pays attention to field-specific argumentation. Many 
references are made to Aristotle, who distinguished the judicial and the political 
domain as different rhetorical fields, and Toulmin and Habermas, who both argue 
for field dependency of arguments in the context of even more domains. The last 
two theoretical contributions by Dunn (1993) and MacRae, Jr. (1993, p. 293) in 
Fisher and Forester (1993) refer to Toulmin in detail. MacRae (1993, pp. 291-293; 
p. 312) argues that there is so much evidence that policy analysts act by argumen-
tation that only some references to examples of arguments in policy debates suf-
fice to back this claim. Dunn (1993) motivates his discursive approach based on 
Toulmin’s argumentation theory in a more fundamental way. He argues that the 
substantial logic of Toulmin can make sense of the policy process because it can 
assess both scientific claims and everyday knowledge. Dunn criticizes the artificial 
border between everyday knowledge and the “superior” scientific knowledge in 
the context of policy analysis, like McCloskey (1983, p. 488). The distinction be-
tween scientific knowledge and ordinary or common sense knowledge is ‘exagger-
ated and facile’ (Dunn 1993, p. 283). Dunn argues that the superiority of scientific 
knowledge is challenged by its inappropriateness to solve practical social ques-
tions. In the field of social science the fundamental distinction between basic and 
applied science is a ‘myth’ as well, since all social science is ‘practice driven’ (Dunn 
1993, p. 254). Dunn claims that we are confronted with a paradox: the social sci-
ences that ‘owe their origins to practice rarely produce any knowledge that enlarges our capacity 
to improve that practice’ (Dunn 1993, p. 255). 

This paradox relates to the “riddle” management scientists acknowledge in 
considering the success of consultants over academic advisers in light of the chal-
lenge by scientists that scientific knowledge is superior to consultant-produced 
knowledge. Dunn argues that his paradox is created by a scientific approach that is 
so narrow that it obscures important questions. Standards used by scientists and 
practitioners should instead be questioned, compared, and discussed. To facilitate 
that discussion Dunn (1993, p. 255-6) refers to Toulmin’s model of substantial 
arguments, which enables discussion of different standards for assessing and chal-
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lenging knowledge claims. It can thus bridge the gap between scientists’ and prac-
titioners’ production of knowledge because they each use different standards for 
assessing what they produce. This also applies to the analysis of academic advisers 
and consultants because the first can be considered scientists and the second prac-
titioners. Toulmin’s approach thus offers an analytical perspective to solve the rid-
dle that consultants are successful in practice despite (according to academics) in-
ferior methods and empty rhetoric.  

Fisher’s (1995) book contains a philosophical epilogue that articulates the 
chosen epistemological perspective to analyze and evaluate public policy. He ar-
gues that Toulmin contributes to a promising epistemological perspective through 
his understanding of the field dependency of the backing of arguments. Habermas 
contributes to this epistemological perspective by means of his more comprehen-
sive concept of rationality (Fisher 1995, p. 227-229). The epistemological perspec-
tive is appropriate for policy evaluations since it enables discussion about values, 
objectives, and situational evidence to interpret the results of empirical research. 
‘Practical reason is concerned with the processes of deliberation and the giving of “good reasons”’ 
(Fisher 1995, p. 236-7). 

Hoppe and Peterse (1998b, p. 235) also refer to Toulmin (1994) and Fisher 
(1995) for methodological backing of their analysis of a political debate about 
Schiphol. In the last chapter of the volume both authors edited, they apply a 
Toulmin analysis. They support a discursive approach because of the debate’s ill-
structured problems and because values, principles and motives are necessary to 
the discussion. Hoppe and Peterse (1998b, p. 222-223) consider discursive analysis 
the best epistemological approach to such questions. 

 

3.4 Epistemological requirements of advice analysis 

Consulting is an activity in which personal valuations, experience, and personal 
liability are necessary ingredients. An analytical approach appropriate to analyzing 
advice has to be sensitive to these knowledge elements and the epistemology be-
hind this analytical approach should allow identification of elements like knowl-
edge by experience or valuation, elements that should not be dismissed as unsci-
entific beforehand. The question of epistemology thus addresses what kind of 
knowledge can be discussed in the context of advice analysis. A rhetorical analysis 
seems best suitable for this purpose: it allows discussion of all arguments, includ-
ing those normative and personal, as well as ethos and pathos. The latter are sensi-
tive to values and interests. 

A rhetorical analysis should be able to focus on the way we find, back, and 
use knowledge to give economic advice. Advice is predicated on a future that is 
largely uncertain and unknown; relying solely on knowledge that meets scientific 
criteria does not allow us to make the necessary decisions. Scientific knowledge in 
the relevant economic context can contribute to a better understanding, but more 
and different kinds of knowledge are needed to decide on economic questions. 
Furthermore, arguments for advice have to make sense to the audience. They 
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must address what to do and why it is desirable. Positive and normative judgments 
are interrelated in the context of decision making and advice. 

The purpose of this section is to discuss the epistemology of a rhetorical 
analysis of advice practices. First I will discuss modernist approaches and the ar-
guments of postmodernist and post-positivist authors disqualifying modernist and 
positivist epistemology. Second I will investigate whether postmodernist analysis 
offers a satisfying perspective for advice analysis compared to the proposed rhe-
torical approach inspired by Toulmin, Habermas, and the older rhetorical and dia-
lectical traditions within philosophy. Even though postmodernist critics make 
good points in questioning the rigor of positivist and modernist epistemology, 
their own implied epistemology is too limited to cover all human knowledge ac-
tivities applied in consulting. The section concludes with a review of Habermas’s 
post-positivist epistemological foundations of critical theory. This epistemological 
perspective is most suitable for advice analysis because it implies aesthetic and 
personal deliberation. 

 

The grand narrative of value free science does not suit advice analysis 

The ultimate purpose of modern scientific approaches is to serve as an unbiased 
mirror of the natural and social world. Rorty (1980) uses this popular metaphor 
extensively to characterize modernist science ideals. Postmodernists would de-
scribe this belief in true representation as one of the grand narratives of moder-
nity. Modernism is a label for ’the received view’ or ‘an amalgam of positivism, behaviorism, 
operationalism and the hypothetico-deductive model of science’ (McCloskey 1983, p. 484). 

Positivism as defined by Johnson and Duberley (2003, p 35-7) supports the 
modernist scientific belief of mirroring. According to these authors the meaning 
of positivism is broader than the “received view” of positivism as characterized by 
McCloskey. Their understanding also includes Popper’s critical rationalism and 
interpretative and ethnographic approaches. I will not refer to the broad interpre-
tation of positivism, but to the more common use of the concept in the “received 
view.” I will label it the positivist/modernist approach like McCloskey does (1983, 
p. 484) to distinguish it from the narrow meaning of “logical” positivism and the 
broad definition of Johnson and Duberley. Economists who consider themselves 
positivists like Tinbergen or Robbins (chapter 2) exclude ethnographic research 
from their “positivism.” The positivism of economists does not meet the criteria 
of demarcation suggested by Popper either. McCloskey’s definition of positiv-
ism/modernism is thus best in the context of my research. 

Because of their objective character, positivist approaches have trouble dis-
cussing values and identifying problems. Clients or “normal people” should define 
problems or objectives; it is not the positivist scientists’ task. In situations too 
complicated, clients ask for advice. They do not understand their problems; they 
are ill-structured or have conflicting values. When problems assume a real-life 
character like this, the solutions of positivist/modernist scientists become feeble: 
‘If complex problems are most in need of good policy analysis, then it would seem to be the case 
that policy analysis, be it positivist, critical rationalist or analycentric in inspiration, is most help-
less where it is most needed’ (Dryzek 1993, p. 223). 
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Even the extended conception of positivism as used by Johnson and Duber-
ley cannot discuss the connection between knowledge and action, which is neces-
sary in the context of advice. In advice, knowledge and action are connected by 
values: meaning and relevance of knowledge concerning the players with their 
specific interests must be uncovered. A client should be able to gain from the 
knowledge, and the consultant has to explain how. A positivist/modernist scien-
tist would not go beyond analysis, since valuation or appraisal related to personal 
interests is the task of non-scientists. 

In practice, the realization of a “problem” offers a first motivation to solve it. 
It brings about a sense of urgency to do something. After people experience a 
problem as such and its ensuing discomfort, they begin to address it. Consultants 
have to discuss the values that help identify problems and develop solutions that 
can be experienced as improvements. 

Ethnographic and interpretative approaches that are part of the extended ver-
sion of positivism can analyze the values academic advisers and consultants apply 
in their work. Ethnographers try to be aware of their own values, interests and 
culturally-influenced judgments. Ethnographic researchers, studying consultants 
and academic advisers, should be aware to what extent they identify with academic 
ethos and consultant ethos, because both can influence the interpretation of their 
findings. Ethnographic researchers try to use their self-knowledge to prevent bi-
ases in their research stemming from their own preoccupations, values and inter-
ests (Kloos 1984, p. 114). Johnson and Duberley (2003, p. 34-36) therefore argue 
that Rorty’s mirror metaphor also dominates the scientific ideals of ethnographic 
researchers. Ethnographic research tries to describe the world like it is, including 
values, but it does not apply values to suggest what should be done. That activity 
is necessary in the context of advice, and advice analysis should be able to address 
that process. 

Consulting goes beyond the mirror metaphor, although the traditional eco-
nomic view on advice has tried to redefine it so that it fits the modernist view. 
Analysis is important in consulting activities, but the ultimate intention is changing 
social realities and realizing new ones. Consultants are not decision makers like 
their clients, but they intend to influence a decision, often by means of influencing 
the client’s appraisal of an existing situation. The epistemological perspective that 
supports advice analysis has to be able to make sense of these aspects of reality 
creation by means of analysis and valuation to prepare recommendations. Even 
the analysis is a means for the consultant to focus on those aspects that deserve 
most attention. A consultant analysis is thus explicitly not value free and a con-
sultant contribution is political in the sense that objectives and preferences are 
subjects of discussion. 

The imperative of the mirror metaphor prevents the academic adviser from 
consciously and openly discussing values in the socio-economic world to change 
or criticize them. Within the modernist framework discussion, explication and 
management of values that influence action are not part of scientific deliberation. 
As a consequence Berglund and Werr (2000, p. 646) claim that there is a gap be-
tween activities that belong either to positive scientific analysis or to normative 
discussions of practitioners. Positivist/modernist scientists take no methodologi-
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cal responsibility for the interrelation between positive and normative considera-
tions, but consultants do. Consulting is an activity that bridges the gap between 
positive and normative activities.  

All advisers should be aware of the subtle relation between knowledge, values, 
and creation of norms and values when they influence decisions. They do not, 
however, have the benefit of methodological support from academic positivists 
and other modernist scientists in their work. The epistemological position of 
modernist science reduces advice to questions of instrumental rationality, which is 
a discussion of the means to reach a given end. That is at best a small part of the 
domain of advice. For that reason modernist approaches will fail to discuss proc-
esses of economic consulting appropriately. 

 

Postmodernism is too little involved to give advice 

The “grand narrative” of positivist/modernist science, which claims that it can tell 
a true and complete story about the world, is criticized in different ways by post-
modernists like Lyotard (2001), critical theorists like Habermas (1989), pragmatists 
like Rorty (1980), and Feyerabend (2002, p. 9), father of the notion of ‘epistemologi-
cal anarchism.’ Their criticisms make us wonder about the notion that all scientists 
should present themselves as humble essayists, as Toulmin (1994, p.1) states at the 
beginning of The Uses of Argument. 

Postmodernists are more modest than positivists and modernists regarding 
their knowledge claims. They argue against the creation of “grand” narratives. 
However, postmodernists remain traditional scientists in one respect: they also tell 
narratives about the world without intending to influence that world. They remain 
neutral and aim to understand. They argue that scientific understanding is a more 
complex task than modernist scientists believe. They also argue that the results of 
scientific understanding have a more local validity than positivist/modernist scien-
tists suggest. 

Lyotard has deconstructed or redefined the enlightenment ideals that still 
dominate our understanding of scientific theory. His analysis shows that science 
cannot meet the claim that it can represent a true and complete image of the 
world. Science is not like the “story telling” of grand narratives. Lyotard (2001, p. 
108-114) therefore argues for a narrative approach that does not claim to tell 
grand narratives. He argues in favor of explicit “story telling” instead of telling 
stories that result from SCIENTIFIC METHOD in capitals. A more modest nar-
rative approach better tells of differences and ambiguities and can tell different 
stories with different perspectives because it does not claim universal validity. 
From this postmodern perspective a narrative approach based on common sense 
is not necessarily less adequate than telling “scientific” stories (Czarniawksa 2003, 
p. 137). That is contrary to the positivist/modernist view, which more highly val-
ues scientific knowledge due to its scientific methodology and considers it more 
valid than common sense knowledge (Donaldson 2003, p. 125).  

Postmodernists share the assumption that storytelling includes social con-
struction of reality. Social construction means that we only know our own theo-
retical construction of the world. Chia (2003, p. 111) even argues that it is com-



   69

monly accepted now ‘that reality, as we know it, is socially constructed.’ The emphasis 
should be on “as we know it.” This view assumes that the mirror reflecting the 
world has to be constructed. The mirror is not unproblematic; it is a human con-
struct. This view, that reality “as we understand it” is a product of social construc-
tion, is credited to Thomas Kuhn (1976), Gareth Morgan (1986), and especially 
Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar (1986). 

Kuhn (1976, p. 123) offered in 1962 the first strong argument to support the 
view of social constructivism with publication of The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. 
In his analysis of the history of physics he shows that the world as we understand 
it changes completely after a paradigm change. An example is the paradigm 
change that replaced the geocentric worldview with a heliocentric one. Our under-
standing and our perceptions of the world changed dramatically with its accep-
tance. As a consequence the world appears different before and after a paradigm 
change. 

Kuhn has argued that science can be progressive in the end, but there are 
more scientific misunderstandings, roundabout ways, and dead ends than previ-
ously expected. Much scientific discussion is needed to identify dead ends as such. 
Kuhn argues that scientific development is not a linear, cumulative process. The 
dead ends are no less scientific than the most modern scientific convictions, nor 
are the modern scientific convictions less dependent on assumptions that cannot 
be proved in the end. Kuhn characterizes these assumptions as scientific ‘beliefs’ 
(Kuhn 1976, p. 17). The work of Kuhn has had an enormous impact on philoso-
phers of science and scientists. Even authors who still believe in a realist scientific 
approach and cumulative development acknowledge that scientific progress re-
quires debate based on conflicting opinions (Boal, Hunt and Jaros 2003, p. 95). 

We could question if Kuhn was already aware of the social elements that in-
fluence the acceptance of a new paradigm, but he certainly inspired Latour and 
Woolgar (1986, p. 24). Latour and Woolgar analyzed the processes of social con-
struction of reality in detail. They describe how scientific facts get constructed 
within scientific communities by means of craft, hard work, and a lot of persua-
sion (Latour and Woolgar 1986, p. 31). Both authors criticize the explanatory 
force of the distinction between ‘common sense and scientific reasoning’ or ‘”thought” and 
craftwork’ since these distinctions are a ‘consequence’ of a scientific construction of 
facts (Latour and Woolgar 1986, p. 253).  

During their research Latour and Woolgar found that the more a theoretical 
argument is proved as evident and certain, the higher its status as “scientific fact.” 
The most certain and obvious theoretical facts or statements can remain implicit 
in most cases. Latour and Woolgar refer to these implicit theoretical claims as 
“type 5 statements,” which implicitly refer to a certain relationship between two 
terms. We only need to refer to the distance of a flying object to the ground to 
make conclusions about the speed with which it will fall. Gravity can remain im-
plicit, because everyone accepts it as a well-known scientific fact. Type 4 state-
ments are as certain as type 5 statements, but have to be mentioned explicitly be-
cause they are less well-known (Latour and Woolgar 1986, p. 77).  

Economic claims based on research or theory often lack the certainty of type 
4 and type 5 statements. The implied causality of economic theory is often uncer-
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tain. Latour and Woolgar (1986, p. 80) would classify many social science claims 
as type 2 or type 3 statements since they rarely can be presented as an ‘objective fact 
of nature.’ Type 3 statements refer explicitly to evidence for the statement found in 
previous research, backings which needs not to be stressed in type 4 statements. 
Type 2 statements explicitly refer to the degree of uncertainly or likelihood found 
in the research to establish a relationship. Type 1 statements are speculations or 
hypotheses (Latour and Woolgar 1986, p. 77-78).  

Toulmin would not argue that the “fact” status of type 2 statements is weaker 
than type 3 statements, but he would argue that the modal qualifier is different: 
type 3 statements are certain, type 2 statements are uncertain. The difference be-
tween type 3 and 4 statements is that the modal qualifier implied in type 4 state-
ments assumes certainty, but is not mentioned. Type 3 statements explicitly back 
that the claim is certain based on the presented evidence. While Latour and Wool-
gar nicely categorize how statements are accepted as facts, Toulmin’s approach is 
more flexible with respect to the floating borders between the certainty and uncer-
tainty of statements and the influence of backings, rebuttals and modality. 

The conclusions of Latour and Woolgar give postmodernist scientists a strong 
argument for scientific modesty, and also for the need to construct small narra-
tives. The path to constructing a scientific fact that is solid and endurable is long, 
arduous, and contentious. This supports the postmodernist argument that the va-
lidity of scientific knowledge is more or less local, instead of universal (Lyotard 
2001, p. 168), and makes the opposition between common sense knowledge and 
scientific knowledge arbitrary, as Latour and Woolgar (1986, p. 253) argue. 

The epistemological consequences of the assumption that knowledge is so-
cially constructed have even more impact in the social sciences than in the natural 
sciences to which Kuhn and Latour and Woolgar refer. Czarniawska argues that 
social construction of reality offers many management scientists a more attractive 
epistemology than the received view of positivism: ‘In most cases, the organization 
scholars who study “social constructions” start from an assumption that people construct their 
point of view, opinions, representations etc. in interaction, and usually in conversation with each 
other’ (Czarniawska 2003, p. 129). 

Czarniawska adds that it is most interesting to ask “how” people construct 
these views and she explores this question in detail in “Is it possible to be a construc-
tionist consultant?” (2001). The article reviews knowledge constructed in the context 
of consulting. Czarniawska applies a postmodern rather than modern view on 
consulting. White and Taket (1994, p. 737; p. 741) argue that a postmodern con-
sultant should be less dominant as expert, less authoritative, less rational, and 
more creative, emotional, and collaborative than the modernist consultant. 

The postmodern view of Czarniawska on consulting is different. Czarniawska 
acts as a constructionist consultant herself in this article, but she remains an aca-
demic, which makes her a postmodern academic adviser. Most interesting in this 
article are its answers to the question if postmodern epistemology can help analyze 
consulting in all its aspects. What is the scientific contribution of an academic ad-
viser to the social construction of reality? How did Czarniawska do as a consult-
ant? Czarniawska reflects on these questions by means of introspection and by 
interpretation of her own experiences. As a consultant she cannot go as far as her 
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client asks her in helping, and not as far as a management consultant would go 
either. Her postmodern but still scientific ethos limits her.  

Czarniawska (2001, p. 253) discusses the relevance of the construction meta-
phor with respect to consulting. The metaphor seems promising at first, since 
consultants intend to contribute to the “construction” of organizations: their pol-
icy, their design or their internal processes. Czarniawska (1988, p. 69) has charac-
terized traditional consultants as ‘merchants of meaning’ and this earlier characteriza-
tion could support the expectation that consultants are active participants in the 
social construction of reality. However, this is not how the constructionist aca-
demic adviser in Czarniawska’s article works (2001, p. 263). Czarniawska as con-
sultant argues for an approach in which the constructionist consultant keeps the 
distant and analytical position of the traditional academic who only tells about the 
world as a positive scientist. As a consequence constructionist consulting as aca-
demic activity is different from traditional consulting as normative activity. 

The constructionist project presented by Czarniawska aims at understanding 
and analysis, not at intentionally influencing processes that shape the social world. 
Constructionism fits into the rather analytically-oriented postmodern project be-
cause it “reconstructs” and “deconstructs” meaning. The contribution of the re-
searcher or the constructionist consultant is observation and analysis. Managers 
could reconstruct the way they think and talk about the world with help of the 
analysis of the constructionist consultant, but Czarniawska (2001, p. 263) argues 
that a constructionist consultant does not intentionally participate in the client’s 
process of meaning construction by arguing how he should look at his organiza-
tion or by stressing what is of importance. Social constructionist consultants can 
question dominant or common interpretations to trigger new perspectives to look 
at the client’s organization and its environment, but say nothing about what is 
good or bad, or what to do about it. Czarniawska (2001, pp. 258; 262) was asked 
to do so, but declined to step into that role. 

Postmodernist approaches have a rich methodological background. They have 
integrated the findings of speech act theory, rhetoric and a discursive understand-
ing of the social world, which is attractive with respect to analyzing discursive and 
narrative practices of traditional consultants. Postmodern approaches are aware of 
the power of the stories and interpretations about the world and even of their so-
cial consequences, but do not like to act in this world. Their attitude with respect 
to what “is” in the world is critical, but they do not focus on discussions about a 
preferable social order.  

The epistemological perspective that fits the analysis of advice should enable a 
discussion about the consequences of knowledge for social action. The analysis of 
the world and even deconstruction of our superficial understanding of this world 
is not enough to participate or influence the world in a direct, transparent, and 
thus responsible way. Giving advice should enable discussion of explicit political 
objectives and interests in order to influence them. Postmodern analysis could 
analyze and even deconstruct the interests of a client in a confrontative way while 
remaining within the borders of analytical activity, but they have not developed 
the analytical tools that are necessary to discuss values or cultures with the inten-
tion of influencing culture or creating norms and values. The analysis of the ad-
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vice process requires an epistemology that can acknowledge how we apply proc-
esses of norm creation, evaluation, and giving advice – especially when the analy-
sis aims at advice itself. My analysis not only intends to discern differences be-
tween consultants and academic advisers regarding their advice practices, but it 
also aims at evaluation, advice and learning. 

 

Advice analysis assumes the epistemology of critical theory 

For traditional consultants the epistemology of critical theory could offer a per-
spective to legitimate their use of local values, use of local knowledge, and their 
argumentation practice. The intellectual activity of consultants should be able to 
follow, understand, and guide clients, given their political or managerial responsi-
bilities. Traditional consultants and consulting academics work for similar clients 
with similar economic assignments, so the requirements from the client side are 
similar. Because clients work in an everyday context the required knowledge for 
advice analysis should include more than technical or objective sources. Identify-
ing and critically discussing local values as expressed in the ethos of consultants 
and academic advisers is needed as well. 

Habermas has developed an epistemological perspective to support the intel-
lectual project of the Frankfurter Schule. Critical theory that stems from the 
Frankfurter Schule has to be able to discuss the most general moral values as well 
as the more local values of specific cultures and smaller aesthetic communities, 
and even personal values. Scientific or theoretical discussions always need to be 
related to these moral or even cultural questions, otherwise objective or neutral 
science can be misused like it was in Germany during World War II. Critical the-
ory is therefore explicitly not value free, but socially engaged. 

Critical theory discusses existing values in the social world and is willing to in-
fluence them. The values of critical theory are integral to the research agenda, 
which implies that this epistemology does not consider values as a disturbing in-
fluence in the context of research, but a necessary part of it. Critical theory thus 
supports a design perspective that comprises more than the objective to apply sci-
ence. Critical theory stresses the intention to change the world, for example, by 
means of advice – an exceptional thing in an academic context. Buchanan stresses 
that it is a rare case that universities consider design questions part of their activi-
ties: ‘Our universities are comfortable with basic research, and many institutions tolerate applied 
research. But only a handful of universities have begun to recognize production or “making” as a 
domain of significant problems and expertise that also requires investigation’ (Buchanan 2001, 
p. 194). This observation certainly applies to the social sciences. Buchanan under-
lines the rhetorical character of design practices. 

Though consultants do not share the values and ideology of critical theorists, 
they feel socially responsible for their clients (but not society at large). This social 
engagement is an integral part of their intellectual activity. When consultants iden-
tify with the interests of their clients to help and advise them, they need the same 
epistemological foundation as developed by Habermas for critical theory. The 
strong universalistic pretensions are not important, because consultants and even 
academic advisers tell short narratives for their clients, stakeholders, and more 
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general audiences. The engagement to help, to make, and to influence the world 
purposefully is what is important. 

Critical theorists criticize social constructionism because ‘it shows how things are 
done without expressing an opinion on whether it is good or bad, and without offering a sugges-
tion of how they should be better constructed’ (Czarniawska 2003, p. 130). That is different 
from the criticism critical theorists can formulate against consultants: that they 
take the wrong moral position by arguing the case of those who are able to pay. 
Critical theory articulates its values explicitly, like the support of emancipation and 
a strong resistance to repression (Alvesson and Deetz 2001, p. 8). Compared to 
critical theory social constructionism only advocates analytical values. The moral 
domain that can be discussed is knowledge creation. Scientific analysis can be 
done badly or well. Social constructionism argues against the dominance of one 
method or the repression of other methods that are experience-based or related to 
common sense. As a consequence the social constructionist consultant can give 
managers only knowledge as input to let them draw their own conclusions, which 
equals the assumed neutrality of the modernist/positivist point of view.  

Habermas’s epistemological perspective fits an advice analysis with the pur-
pose of presenting an outline for advice methodology better than both the positiv-
ist and the postmodern approaches. Like postmodernism it offers a broader con-
cept of rationality and knowledge than the positivist/modernist traditions. It re-
fers to theoretical and practical discourses, as well as aesthetic and therapeutic 
criticism as a means to reach local consensus about the social/cultural or personal 
realities discussed earlier in this chapter. Modernist/positivist approaches only 
stress instrumental rationality and try to prevent values and interests from disturb-
ing the objectivity and neutrality of science. The epistemological perspective of 
modernism and postmodernism both have difficulties with applying moral values 
and aesthetic judgments. They are necessary for consultants, however, because 
they want to influence, improve, or redesign according to local value judgments. 
Discussion and use of values, norms, and aesthetic judgment is a necessary part of 
consulting; clients often ask consultants and consulting academics to discuss ob-
jectives and contribute to design questions. 

The epistemological foundation that Habermas has developed to discuss val-
ues in the context of knowledge creation relies on Toulmin’s analytical framework, 
but Habermas (1988a, p. 61) aims at an even more dialectical and rhetorical ap-
proach: ‘Toulmin treibt die Logik der Argumentation nicht weit genug in die Bereiche der 
Dialektik und Rhetorik vor.’ Habermas agrees with Toulmin that argumentation is 
field dependent, but Toulmin does not distinguish between meta-fields like theo-
retical and practical discourse or easthetic and therapeutic criticism. Habermas’s 
theory of communicative action does assume an epistemology that enables scien-
tific discussions in a positivist and instrumental sense by means of arguments that 
point at regularity or causality, but communicative action also aims at consensus 
about ethical, political and practical questions by means of normative argumenta-
tion. That is necessary to make political and social involvement and engagement 
transparent. Even aesthetic and personal criticism can be discussed: arguments 
come from criteria or values that are dominant in a culture or personal relations. 
Habermas acknowledges with personal and aesthetic criticism fields of argumenta-
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tion that have a local and historical relevance (Habermas 1988a, p. 41). A local or 
culturally-defined and intersubjective consensus will be the highest truth level that 
can result from these deliberations.  

The discursive approach that underlies the concept of communicative action 
is subject to many preconditions to get a free and unbiased discussion (Habermas 
1989, p. 177-178; Alvesson and Sköldberg 2001, p. 117-8). The more precondi-
tions fulfilled, the better the outcomes of a discussion. Postmodernists like Lyo-
tard (2001, p. 167) criticize Habermas in this respect. Habermas’s consensus the-
ory of truth claims the possibility of universal validity of deeply discussed theo-
retical and practical claims. This ideal is rarely possible because the necessary pre-
conditions to reach unbiased consensus can never be quite fulfilled. Habermas has 
to agree with this criticism given that he claims that the preconditions to reach an 
unbiased discussion are ‘counterfactual.’ He admits they can only be fulfilled to some 
degree in practice (Habermas 1989, p. 180-183). Habermas has a strong argument, 
however, that his ideal concerning unbiased discussion helps to be aware of the 
influences that disturb the preconditions. Consensus can be the result of power: 
some participants often have less opportunity to speak, and some positions are 
thus given unequal weight. These conditions are helpful in tracing influences that 
generate discussion outcomes that result from forces external to the arguments.  

The universalistic moral approach of critical theory is especially problematic 
regarding advice analysis. Emancipation is a key concept in critical theory. It is 
strongly associated with neo-Marxism in its ambition to influence the social world, 
to strengthen the “life world,” and to criticize its colonization by the economic 
sub-system. For management consultants or policy advisers, there is no single 
ideological program. Ideologies and morality differ between advisers, between cli-
ents, and between assignments. It is local ideology that belongs to aesthetic dis-
course. It can be influenced by capitalistic ideals in the context of profit or even 
environmental ideals if the client has such objectives. The consultant is an advo-
cate of the client’s interests with respect to the client’s stakeholders, but he should 
also be his client’s most astute critic, since a client can misunderstand his own in-
terests. Often the client has a too-local perspective, which can be harmful in the 
long run. Consultants do not have a general or universal ideology like critical theo-
rists claim. Their view on clients’ interests, values and objectives is usually some-
what more general than the local perspective of their client, especially if both per-
spectives interact and result in a consensus. 

The epistemological strategy thus proposed is already suggested and practiced 
by Fisher (1995, p. 228) in the context of policy evaluation. He takes from 
Habermas the enlarged concept of rationality and from Toulmin the dialectical 
perspective. Dryzek’s proposal is similar (1993, p. 227-229). Because the domain 
of policy evaluation resembles policy and management advice when viewed from 
an epistemological perspective, the strategy seems promising for a more detailed 
application in the context of advice analysis. 
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4. Consultant ethos compared to academic ethos 

4.1 Introduction 

Although consultants and academic advisers discuss the same economic questions, 
their approach will be different if their ethos stress different professional values. 
Ethos generates an image about the character of someone who speaks or writes 
(Aristotle 1991, p. 1356a), which of course applies to consultants and academic 
advisers. Ethos determines a character that clients or audiences can recognize. 
Someone can have a truth-loving character, a friendly character or a helping char-
acter depending on the values she identifies with. Professional ethos therefore is 
the value system that guides the practice of professionals like consultants or aca-
demic advisers. The analysis of ethos can explain why authors prefer one ap-
proach over another by reference to the moral or scientific standards they identify 
with. Because values can explain what is important to a particular profession, they 
can also explain why academics consider consultant knowledge biased or flawed: 
consultants ignore some of the standards academic advisers identify with. Ethos 
can also explain why consultants do not heed these criticisms: consultants con-
sider other values more important. Rhetoric offers the concepts to analyze this 
phenomenon. 

The previous chapters referred to academic debates about positivist and in-
strumental economic advice and to advice from a post-positivist perspective in 
philosophical, rhetorical and social science literature. The traditional economic 
proposition that economic advice has to be a neutral and value-free scientific ac-
tivity is still dominant among economists and other social scientists (Haas 2004; 
Nelson 1987; Stiglitz 1998). The traditional modernist proposition is criticized, 
however, by academics who question the underlying assumptions. Critics in policy 
sciences have been inspired by post-positivist and post-modernist philosophers, 
who question the general claim that modernist science always offers a better kind 
of knowledge than everyday experience (Argyris 1996; Ten Bos 2001; Dunn 1993; 
Habermas 1988a, 1988b; Majone 1989; Mittroff and Mason 1981; Otto 2007; 
Polyani 1967; Putnam and Failhurst 2001). Theoretical economists with some ex-
perience as advisers criticize the claim that advice has to be neutral with respect to 
objectives of action (Blaug 1980; Klamer 2003; Nelson 1987; Peacock 1992).  

The previous chapters presented arguments to doubt the appropriateness of 
the dominant instrumentalist view on economic advice. A next step is to ask prac-
ticing advisers about their professional values. What kind of knowledge do con-
sultants want to use in practice and what kind of knowledge do academic advisers 
prefer? Do academic advisers follow the instrumentalist approach of advice that 
aims to deliver usable expert knowledge? Do consultants prefer an approach that 
is more in line with the criticisms of this instrumentalist approach and consider 
valuation part of their assignment? Do they take lay knowledge and everyday ex-
periences more seriously than academic advisers? Is their advice meant to be more 
of a performative speech act than a constative description of a state of affairs? A 
comparison between the normative views of practicing academic advisers and 
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consultants about how they think they should do their work can help to uncover 
the ethos of both professions. This comparative analysis will show if academic ad-
visers intend to follow the traditional scientific approach, and if economic con-
sultants want to act differently. It may help to see why consultants and academic 
advisers do what they do. The approach is not critical, using academic standards 
to criticize the work of consultants, or applying consultant standards to review the 
work of academic advisers. That would result in accusations of charlatanism or 
irrelevant research. The purpose of this investigation is to present both profes-
sions as they like to present themselves. 

This chapter investigates how consultants and academic advisers legitimize 
their own practices. It is a romantic approach, because it does not tell what con-
sultants and academic advisers do in practice, but only what they intend or want to 
do in an ideal case. This normative or idealistic investigation, which will be con-
tinued in the next chapter, will offer hypotheses that can be compared with the 
real practices of both professions by analyzing their reports. The comparison is 
necessary to determine if the professions meet their own standards. 

 

Literature review 

The only way to define the ethos of consultants and academic advisers is to reflect 
on one’s own experiences in those roles, make observations of others in those 
roles or turn to the written reflections, personal; observations or introspections of 
others’ experiences as consultants and academic advisers. These experiences can 
be expressed in texts written by consultants, academic advisers or researchers that 
study one or both professions. Therefore I choose for this chapter and the next 
chapter a research approach that stems from the humanities, which is a literature 
review. The method is familiar to consultants, if we exchange “reading” with “lis-
tening.” It is like exploratory interviewing, starting with the interviewer’s experi-
ence or knowledge, then testing and enriching views by asking questions. The 
“academic” difference is that this chapter interprets hermeneutically what consult-
ants and academics have written about the ethos of consultants and academic ad-
visers instead of discussing the subject personally as consultants would do. 

The advantage of literature analysis over interviewing is that the previously 
written thoughts, experiences and reflections about the consultant profession have 
an objective and explicit character. They are not in flux and can be verified as 
sources. How experiences, reflections and views differ from each other has been 
written evenly. The main objective of this review is to look for consultants’ and 
academic advisers’ expressions about their own consulting styles. 

The written sources are a series of essays edited by De Caluwé and Witteveen 
(2001a) in which consultants and academics discuss theory and practice of con-
sultants, relating it to the practice of academic advisers, pure academics or manag-
ers. Some authors are consultants in a consulting company, others are “pure” aca-
demics who reflect only on the practice of consulting, and the third group is hy-
brid: consultants with an academic life, or academics with consulting experience. 
Clark and Fincham (2002) are editors of a similar book called Critical Consulting. 
With one exception the contributors are “pure” academics. The book investigates 
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the consulting profession mainly from Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian perspec-
tives. Many other articles are published in academic journals about consultants. 
These academic sources are accomplished by a number of “how to” books about 
consulting and reflections on consulting written by consultants or hybrids like Ar-
gyris, Ashford, Block, Ten Bos, De Caluwé, Greiner, Kubr, Maister, Schön, and 
others, some of whom are even known as “gurus.” I also review articles and 
books about academic advice written by Bergeijk et al. (1997), Köbben and 
Tromp (1999), In ‘t Veld (2000), among others and some of sources from chapter 
2 are reintroduced. 

 

4.2 Consultant roles 

Consulting economists and economic consultants are characterized here as exter-
nal advisers who do not help clients implement recommendations. Their advice is 
based on research, which implies that they do not offer standard solutions. They 
most often help clients with unique questions. Even given these limitations, con-
sultants can have multiple roles. Academic advisers are still characterized by the 
academic literature on economic advice. How do they reflect on their profession 
themselves? Who are the consultants that compete with these academic advisers? 
What is the role of the economic consultant compared to the academic adviser? 
What are the benefits of these roles as viewed by consultants and academic advis-
ers?  
 

Some limitations 

Only external consultants 
Internal consultants are excluded from this comparison because they are too “in-
sider-”based; their client is their employer. Internal consultants are more like man-
agers or policymakers. They can even give assignments to external consultants or 
to academic advisers, because they can act as a representative of their employer. 
Because the assignments should be similar in the comparison it is only reasonable 
to compare contract research by academic advisers to assignments by external 
consultants, i.e., those with the same client contract relationship. 
 
Only creative consultants 
The majority of management consultants applies standard business models to cer-
tain kinds of organizations. Development of a new business model or the transla-
tion of a strategy in a new design of an organization requires research. The re-
search process to develop a strategy can be repetitive, but the kind of strategy has 
to be new or unique to be effective. Such assignments are not repetitive. They be-
long to the core of the work field of the creative top of management consultants 
(Visscher 2001, p. 69). This creative top does not necessarily mean the top of the 
market. Limiting focus on creative or research consulting excludes many assign-
ments of management consultants. 
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No implementation of standard solutions 
Creative consultants are concerned with “unique” questions, uncertainty, and ex-
plicit anticipation of future situations. They always need some kind of research to 
do their work. They usually do not have ready answers like experts in a field. Their 
advice has little to do with ‘routine’ (Feldman 2001, p. 133). It is therefore different 
from the consulting that aims at implementation of business models or IT sys-
tems, exercises that can be repeated many times. The big consulting firms in-
volved in implementation therefore try to standardize their consulting practice 
(Bolweg 2001, p. 192). The consulting practice of “creative” or “research” con-
sultants is not standardized or repetitive, since the questions these consultants 
have to answer often appear if a repetitive practice falls short. 
 

Roles that fit the economic consultant and the consulting economist 

Edgar Schein has had great influence in the debate about consultant roles, origi-
nally defining three roles of the consultant (1969, pp. 4-9). Schein (1990) reiterates 
these roles: (1) the expert providing information, (2) the expert in a doctor role, 
and (3) the process consultant. Schein argues that consultants should be able to 
change roles if necessary, but each has a preference for one of them. Since Schein, 
there has been a growing awareness of the importance of the process role among 
consultants (Kubr 2002, p. 72). 

The information expert comes close to the academic view on economic ad-
vice. It assumes that clients know their problems and objectives. They also know 
that solving the problem is necessary to reach the objectives. The consultant only 
provides the expertise needed to help the client (Schein 1990, p. 59). Others refer 
to this model as the ‘purchase model,’ because it is like shopping. The client knows 
exactly what he needs (Pellegrinelli 2002, pp. 344-346). The expert presents con-
clusions as result of an ‘esoteric’ process (Alvesson and Johansson 2002, p. 235). 

The doctor-patient model assumes that the consultant can help identify the 
problem by means of a diagnosis. The client has to give information about the 
problem. The doctor expert thus helps identify objectives. After the diagnosis the 
consultant can change roles and become a provider of expert information again 
(Schein 1990, p. 60) to help the client reach the objectives by means of expert in-
formation. However, the doctor role does not fit the ideas of the consulting 
economist, who does not want to interfere in defining objectives. 

Process consultants work together with their client. They feel unable to make 
a diagnosis because they know too little about the problem area. Unlike the doc-
tor, they do not assume that clients can give the right information to lead to a di-
agnosis without their involvement. Schein claims that a process consultant aims at 
a ‘mutual inquiry process’ that helps with ‘figuring out what is wrong and how to fix it’ 
(1990, p. 60).  A process consultant thus wants the client to remain the problem 
owner and solution-finder. The consultant is more like a coach. That is a role 
which does not fit the ideas of the consulting economist at all; it implies contribu-
tions on all levels of the problem-solving process, including discussions about ob-
jectives, without doing the research in a way the academic might like. 
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Consultants and academic advisers in this analysis act as experts providing 
economic knowledge. Their service is a report, which requires information. Diag-
nostic activities and process consulting can enrich this expert role, however. Since 
consultants are the inventors of the process role, sympathy for its activities is ex-
pected more from their side. Kubr (2002, p. 72) argues that ‘more and more consult-
ants feel comfortable in both roles.’ 

After Schein, other authors contributed to the debate about consultant roles. 
Academic advisers are characterized as ‘mental adventurers’ by Nees and Greiner 
(1985, p. 77). Nees and Greiner mention that McKinsey exemplifies the manage-
ment physician and characterize the Boston Consulting Group as ‘Strategic Naviga-
tors’ with a focus on strategic objectives and planning. Both roles resemble 
Schein’s doctor role. They authored the additional role of ‘systems architect,’ devoted 
to organization design and implementation of solutions. This role is not relevant 
to our comparison, however; as stated previously, this kind of consulting is ex-
cluded. Their ‘friendly co-pilot’ role most resembles the process consultant. 

Lippitt and Lippitt (1986, pp. 61-62) identify eight roles. Their role of advo-
cate has two versions: a content advocate and a process advocate. Schein's infor-
mational expert and process consultant are two roles mentioned explicitly. Com-
pared to Schein their main contribution is discussing the degree of influence con-
sultants and clients have in decision making. In addition to the informational ex-
pert they define less directive expert roles like the ‘fact finder’ and the ‘observer’ that 
may also fit the character of the academic adviser. They differentiate the process 
consultant into ‘process advocate,’ the less directive ‘joint problem solver,’ and ‘process 
counselor,’ similar to Schein’s non-directive process consultant. The doctor role re-
turns in the ‘content advocate’ who identifies problems and objectives for a client, 
and participates in decisions. He is not neutral, but the most involved and direc-
tive of all expert roles. A less directive version is the ‘alternative identifier,’ who also 
establishes and applies criteria for judging alternatives and identifying the best 
one, but not participating in the decision. A role not quite fitting Schein’s taxon-
omy is ‘trainer and educator.’  

The debate about consultant roles is still alive (Alvesson and Johansson 2002, 
p. 234; Ashford 1998, pp. 45-61; Pellegrinelli 2002, pp. 353-355). It began with 
consultants like Schein, Nees and Greiner, and Lippitt and Lippitt. More recently 
some academics are trying to characterize the entire profession by role through 
metaphors like “impression manager” (Clark 1995) or “witchdoctor” (Clark and 
Salaman 1996) or consulting as “story-making” (Johansson 2004). The implied 
frame of reference in these cases seems to be the critical academic who character-
izes those who betray the truth. There is only little difference with the characteri-
zation of charlatan. For all of these academics, however, the consultant seems in-
triguing. 

Referring to the concepts of Schein and Lippitt and Lippitt, academic advisers 
only fit the role of an adviser providing expert information. The expert can be 
neutral, fitting the instrumental advice approach advocated by Robbins, Tinbergen 
or Stiglitz and can concentrate on the delivery of usable expert knowledge. Eco-
nomic consultants can provide expert information as well, but can perform more 
roles like the content advocate, doctor expert, and alternative identifier or process 
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roles. Consultants change roles if the situation or client demands it. They do not 
strive to deliver value free or scientific knowledge; they strive to help their client, 
as Schein argues. In some cases the quality of knowledge will even benefit from a 
collaborative process approach, where the client remains the problem owner in-
volved in the research (Schein 1990, pp. 60-61). 

 

Summary 

How would consultants and academic advisers describe and legitimize their pre-
ferred consulting roles to each other? 

 
 

4.3 Consultants and economic disciplines 

Consultants are willing to change roles to better help their clients. Academic ad-
visers prefer the role of an expert delivering economic knowledge. University 
economists specialize in an economic subdiscipline in research and teaching, such 
as microeconomics, economic marketing, industrial economics, or internal organi-
zation. How do consultants use their academic knowledge? They have argued in 
the previous section their willingness to act as informational experts if their clients 
demand expertise, but they will be less specialized than academics. How do they 
intend to apply the knowledge of specialized academic fields in their work and 
how do academic advisers legitimize their high degree of specialization?  

Academic adviser proposition: Economic advice should help clients make better de-
cisions by providing information or expertise they do not have. It is not meant 
to influence the purpose of a policy or strategy. Clients are best able to deter-
mine preferences and objectives themselves. 
Consultant response: Even though your position seems noble, that all the condi-
tions would be met is too exceptional to allow your approach to be successful. 
Our experiences do not support your view. 
 
Consultant proposition: Advice requires most of all that the client be able to per-
form better. Often it is not enough to give expertise. A mix of roles is neces-
sary to help the client. It includes discussing objectives and processes that may 
help clients solve their own problems. 
Academic response: We are not qualified to offer a service beyond our own exper-
tise, and we wonder what consultants have to offer based on their expertise. 
They are, after all, proud of their academic title. We cannot help but think they 
offer little more than their common sense. We do not have the illusion that we 
are more gifted in common sense than our clients. On the contrary: clients 
have proved themselves in their work already. 
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Economic disciplines and conversations 

Academic advisers and consultants both have an intermediary position between 
clients and knowledge generated by “pure” academics. Pure academics do not 
work for clients. They perform academic research for academic journals. Their 
audience is the academic community, including academic advisers. 

Table 4.1 presents the main actors that influence the ethos of many kinds of 
academic advisers and consultants, starting at left with clients and ending with ex-
amples of pure academic disciplines at right. Consultants and academic advisers 
are positioned in the middle of the table. The table suggests that clients are closer 
to consultants and will thus have more influence on them than on academic advis-
ers, whereas academic disciplines are closer to academic advisers. The table also 
shows that consultants are less specialized in terms of disciplines than academic 
advisers. The different attitude concerning specialization will be illustrated below 
by reference to academic and consultant sources. 
 
Table 4.1: Actors and their different positions in the consulting process 

Clients External consultants Academic advisers Academic disciplines 

Directors 

Managers 

Policymakers 

Internal consultants 

 

Management consultant 

Policy consultant 

Policy researcher 

 

Management scientist 

Marketing scientist 

Business economist 

Industrial economist 

Microeconomist 

Welfare economist 

Macroeconomist 

Management sciences 

Marketing 

Business economics 

Industrial economics 

Microeconomics 

Welfare economics 

Macroeconomics 

 

Influences on consult-

ants/academics by inter-

ests/assignments clients  

 

 

Interaction of influences on 

 the market for advice 

 

Influences on consultants 

and academics by ethos 

within discipline 

 
The distinction between clients/managers, consultants and academics is made by 
Van Balen (2000, p. 54) from a Dutch perspective and by Kieser (2002, p. 206) 
from a German perspective. Neither distinguishes between academic advisers and 
pure academics. Weggeman (2001) does, but without mentioning the group of cli-
ents/managers. He compares consultants, academics providing services, and aca-
demics providing scientific work. Van Balen and Kieser mention differences be-
tween consultants and academics in terms of social relations that influence their 
work. Weggeman (2001, pp. 103-5) argues that academic advisers and consultants 
are in the same position, but their client relationship is different: academic advis-
ers provide service according to their own scientific methods like an indifferent 
supplier. Consultants work in a more dependent way with their clients. 

Compared to clients, consultants and academic advisers both have a reflexive 
position, but they identify themselves to some extent with their clients’ practical 
needs. For pure academics this is not necessary. Consultants are more on the cli-
ents’ side, academic advisers are more on the reflexive side and inspired by discus-
sions in academic disciplines. Like their clients, consultants are more embedded in 
common sense discussions, whereas academics are more embedded in the discus-
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sions of their discipline (Kieser 2002, p. 212). Academic advisers asked to give 
economic advice often belong to a department of the faculty of economics and 
business administration. Dutch faculties are often organized in departments along 
the lines of academic subdisciplines mentioned in table 4.1. The list is not exhaus-
tive and the definition of subdisciplines changes over time, but we can still expect 
that the differences between such subdisciplines will have more impact on aca-
demic advisers than on consultants. 

Subdisciplines can be characterized by a body of literature, specific journals, 
and preferred research methods. The field of management sciences or organiza-
tion studies, for example, uses qualitative research methods like case study re-
search while marketing research favors statistical analysis. Micro- or macroecono-
mists prefer economic modeling and mathematics to build their models. The 
choice for a research method reflects what the economists consider important. 
Their professional ethos influences these choices, but also the economic reality in 
which they study. As a consequence, an academic adviser belonging to a market-
ing department, for example, would be most familiar with common research tech-
niques in this subdiscipline, and not with the development and interpretation of 
macroeconomic models. Most Dutch universities offer little incentive to relate dis-
ciplines since reputation within one subdiscipline is the most important goal (Frey 
and Eichenberger 1993, pp. 191-192; Overlegcommissie Economische Verkenningen 
1996, p. 19). Disciplines and subdisciplines thus develop without much contact 
and specialization is necessary for an academic career (Bergeijk et al. 1997, p. 4). It 
is likely therefore that the ethos of academic advisers will be more influenced by 
the habits, interests and values of subdisciplines within the academic community, 
whereas consultants are more oriented towards their clients, and less to the spe-
cialized organization of universities. 
 

Consulting economists have the ethos of a specialist 

Consulting economists are a sub-group of academic economists. Van Dalen and 
Klamer (1996, pp. 19; 244) characterize Dutch academic economists by three dis-
tinct mixtures: (1) the ‘pure and internationally oriented academic’ whose dominance is 
growing at Dutch universities, (2) the ‘learned and philosophical economist’ like Hen-
nipman, and (3) the economic ‘researcher’ like Tinbergen. The first two can be con-
sidered pure academics; the third comes closest to the academic adviser. As ar-
gued in chapter 2, both Tinbergen and Hennipman have well developed ideas 
about economic policy research and advice. A fourth academic type they consider 
rare at Dutch Universities is the “intellectual” who likes interdisciplinary knowl-
edge. A fifth academic character is the “teacher.” 

Economic consultants belong to the group of non-academic characters, not 
employed by the university like policy advisers, and not sharers of their positivist, 
progressive research values. The characterization of policy advisers according to 
Van Dalen and Klamer (1996, pp. 19; 244) is somewhat ambiguous though, since 
they work for the government, but exclusively as an internal adviser, which is dif-
ferent from the policy adviser heretofore defined by the authors. Neither do They 
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distinguish economic consultants as separate characters, even though they com-
pare them with economic researchers in a questionnaire for Dutch economists. 

Of their respondents, 33 percent believe that the authority of academic re-
searchers (academic advisers) is very strong, whereas only 8 percent believes this 
about the authority of economic consultants. The authority of academics is ranked 
highest, above foreign policy institutes. Consultants have a position at the bottom 
of the ranking, even under the man of practice (Van Dalen and Klamer 1996, pp. 
265; 270). However, this view can be biased in favor of academic advisers, since 
40 percent of the respondents has a PhD, and 58 percent has a position as re-
search or teaching staff at an university. 

These results do not imply that all economists are positive about specialized 
academic expertise, even though many doubt the authority of consultants com-
pared to academics. Van der Ploeg (1992. p. 93) criticizes the tendency to special-
ize at the academy in the written version of an inaugural lecture. He argues that his 
teaching commitment should be more broadly defined as “political economy” in-
stead of “macroeconomics.” In the latter case, he cannot teach microeconomics, 
econometrics or other related subdisciplines, because they are “other” disciplines. 
Bergeijk et al. criticize specialization of academic economists in the context of 
economic policy: ‘[A]n economic practitioner has to be a generalist. Policy problems of mod-
ern society are so complex and academic specialization has gone so far that a team of specialists 
would probably become unmanageably large’ (1997, p. 4). 

Frey and Eichenberger (1997, p. 27) criticize the common belief among 
economists that specialized economic knowledge is useful in the context of eco-
nomic advice. Pröpper makes an even more critical statement (1989, p. 91), argu-
ing that the traditional scientific approach is extremely limited, focused on specific 
details, and thus far away from the variety of practical considerations that can in-
fluence action. Pröpper argues that scientific evaluations that aim at inspiring ac-
tion have to be integrated with non-academic knowledge and non-academic judg-
ments before the implied advice can be accepted and policymaking conclusions 
can be drawn. That is an argument for a multi- or even trans-disciplinary ap-
proach. It is a criticism, however, that can rarely be met by academic advisers 
while embracing positivist/modernist science ideals. 

 

Eclectic consultants 

Management consultants and policy consultants cover various economic disci-
plines, but the real life issues consultants face are not generated within specialized 
subdisciplines. Therefore research by consultants has to be ‘eclectic’ (Weggeman 
2001, p. 116), trans-disciplinary (In ‘t Veld and Verhey 2000, p. 122), or interdisci-
plinary (Van der Aa 2000, p. 26). Their research and subsequent recommendations 
must solve practical and concrete questions. Sometimes research has to be both 
economic and sociological, or social science in an even broader sense. In ‘t Veld 
and Verhey (2000, pp. 120-123) argue that it is especially challenging for academ-
ics to integrate academic (sub)disciplines if they have to solve practical questions 
for clients: even non-academic knowledge has to be taken into account to meet 
the questions of clients. In ‘t Veld is academic adviser, Verhey consultant. 
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Schön argues that consultants often have to deal with a ‘situation in which geo-
graphic, topological, financial, economic, and political issues are all mixed up together’ (1983, p. 
40). That requires an interdisciplinary approach. Consultants thus willingly step 
from expert into other roles and willingly integrate different fields of expertise in 
an eclectic way. Argyris reflects on his effectiveness as consultant in helping man-
agers: ‘Managing means creating intended consequences’ (1996, p. 402). To realize that, he 
argues that ‘a theory of managing should include all the relevant disciplines. Examples of these 
disciplines are the functional disciplines such as accounting, economics of the firm, finance, human 
resources, information technology, marketing, operations and research and development. Ulti-
mately we must find ways to integrate these disciplines with the ones focusing on the human side 
of the enterprise’ (1996, p. 403). Argyris warns that integrating disciplines does not 
imply the objective of academic completeness. He refers to authors whose ‘rela-
tively complete model’ was ‘too complicated for practitioners to use in every day life’ (1996, 402). 

Mason developed method for consultants to integrate different points of view 
in his dialectical approach to strategic planning (1969, p. B412). It is a way to be-
come aware of the biases of a specialized expert view and the underlying assump-
tions: ‘Often the expert planner is an economist. The economist (as is true of practitioners in any 
discipline) by virtue of his training and perspective, abstracts and considers only certain aspects of 
the total planning problem (e.g. “costs”, “benefits”, “efficiency”). … Management has the 
broader responsibility of determining the organization’s plan from all points of view – social, po-
litical, psychological and cultural to name a few’ (Mason 1969, p. B407). 

 

Summary 

How would consultants and academic advisers explain and legitimize their use of 
specialized academic knowledge to each other? 

 
 

Academic adviser proposition: Advice requires the application of theoretically pro-
ved models that relate causes to effects, as determined within the economic dis-
cipline.  
Consultant response: An academic adviser is sure of about one square millimeter 
of the social world. A client demands help with a practical problem, which in 
most case is multidisciplinary and multidimensional. A disciplinary expert focus 
leaves too much of the world out of view. 
 
Consultant proposition: Advice requires an integral and complete analysis that may 
cross the borders of traditional economic disciplines. Basic knowledge from 
related disciplines and use of common sense is always better than ignorance. 
Academic response: We have to admit to problems with specialization and some 
of our colleagues address them. However, if a decision has major conse-
quences, we find a best guess or superficial knowledge as consultants propose 
unsatisfactory. Proved theory and rigorous knowledge to determine the possi-
ble consequences of a decision in a reliable way is needed.
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4.4 Moral position: value criticism versus analytical criticism 

Consultants prefer multidisciplinary approaches over specialist approaches even if 
it means a loss of profundity in their analysis. They do not consider themselves 
experts like academic advisers, and mention cases where their service becomes 
more effective if the client is involved in the process of analysis (Kubr 2002). In 
that case they are willing to changes roles to serve as process consultant. For con-
sultants the client’s interest prevails; they try to help their client as Schein (1990) 
argues. And they have to serve their clients well: after all, they earn a living from 
the service. These choices reflect a morality different from academic advisers who 
have to take care of their reputation in the academic community: ‘The economists I 
have known, including myself, who have found themselves in this position place great weight … 
on maintaining their reputation with their peer group’ (Peacock 1987, p. 5). These science 
values hardly dominate the practice of consultants, who have left academia after 
earning Master degrees. 

The morality behind academic advice has been partly discussed in chapters 2 
and 3, influenced as it is by a positivist/modernist point of view. This section 
compares the academic legitimization of a neutral scientific attitude in the context 
of advice with the more involved approach of consultants.  

 

Consulting economists and their ethos of academic distance 

Social independence 
In competing with consultants Dutch academic advisers stress their critical, scien-
tific attitude and the independence of their research (Köbben and Tromp 1999, 
pp. 22-23). Though like consultants they work for clients, they are ashamed of 
identifying with what they consider the commercial attitude of consultants. They 
do not want to tell clients what they want to hear to keep a profitable relationship, 
which comes close to selling snake oil (McCloskey 1992, p. 36). This resembles 
the academic characterization of consultants as charlatans, which is definitely not 
what academics want to be as advisers. Van Hoesel and Leeuw mention similar 
differences between academic research and commercial research by policy re-
searchers (2005, pp. 7; 10). They also argue that the latter feel more compassion 
for the needs of clients than academic advisers.  

The anthropological research by Köbben and Tromp (1999) and the evalua-
tion of policy research by In ‘t Veld and Verhey (2000) both confirm the concern 
for independence in an academic environment. Nevertheless, the studies of these 
academics with experience as academic advisers are rather critical about the practi-
cal meaning of academic independence if academic advisers work for clients 
(Köbben and Tromp, 1999, p. 175; In ‘t Veld and Verhey 2000, p. 117). 

Köbben and Tromp investigated 70 cases of research in different academic 
disciplines in which both consultants and academic advisers were involved. They 
suggest that academic advisers are more independent than consultants in some 
cases, but only to a limited degree. Their most important conclusion is that clients 
influence both consultants and academic advisers substantially (Köbben and 
Tromp 1999, p. 23). In those cases, however, academic advisers have more prob-
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lems with their ethos. The thoughts of an academic should not be influenced by 
anyone but research authors, ongoing debates in the discipline, and valid scientific 
arguments. Consultants are accustomed to the game of influencing and being in-
fluenced. They even explicitly try to influence their clients with normative advice, 
also against academic ethos. Academic advisers are rather unwilling to accept the 
rules of the game of mutual influence; they consider it wrong or bad in the con-
text of academic advice. Consequently they have little talent in playing the game, 
perhaps making them more vulnerable than consultants. In a social context the 
academic claim of independence is thus problematic. Clean hands, independence, 
and distance imply little contact with the client’s position and needs, which also 
means that they get less information from their clients, and probably more biased 
information as Schein (1990) argues. Consultants listen to a different morality that 
encourages a close relationship with the client. They are more open to influence 
from their client, and have a better chance of being influenced. 

The collaborative approach of consultants is not the approach consulting 
economists identify with. Academic advisers thus cultivate the distance of their 
position as external adviser. The academic adviser is primarily interested in expla-
nation and sound analysis. Client acceptance of recommendations is less impor-
tant than research quality compared to the preferences of consultants. Consultants 
try to prepare clients to accept recommendations. Academic advisers love the sur-
prise of a new, unexpected conclusion. Consultants on the contrary try to manage 
surprises because they can result in shock, fright, and problems with the accep-
tance of their advice. 

 
The ethos of intellectual freedom 
The intention of consulting economists is for clients to be able to apply the con-
clusions of their research. That is necessary to motivate a client to pay for the ser-
vice. Academic advisers will nonetheless judge their research by academic criteria 
inspired by methodological discussions and references to relevant theory and re-
search. Appropriate theories should be mentioned or applied. Academic advisers 
will be critical about the value of their research meeting their own methodological 
standards. From an academic point of view the analysis should be sound, even 
though the criteria for applied research or policy advice may differ from pure aca-
demic research (Van Hoesel and Leeuw, 2005, p. 7). If the analysis is weak, so 
might be the conclusions and recommendations. 

Academic advisers like In ‘t Veld appraise independence, which implies an in-
vention and defense of their own analytical criteria (In ‘t Veld and Verhey 2000, p. 
116). If not, it is an offense against the moral principles of scientific practice. Aca-
demic advisers want to follow their own methodological standards as long as they 
consider themselves academics. This professional integrity is conditional com-
pared to the objective to help a client. The results of the research by Köbben and 
Tromp (1999, pp. 22; 27-35) confirm that academics consider analytical criticism 
and their own academic standards very important for the quality of their research. 
They bestow traditional characterizations on academics like ability to self-criticize, 
devotion to truth, and skepticism. Kieser (2002, p. 209) also mentions self-
criticism, skepticism and the search for truth as academic values, and adds mod-
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esty and originality. Köbben and Tromp (1999, p. 34) do not hesitate to character-
ize some less positive features of the intellectual independence of academics, like 
arrogance concerning the incontestability of their teachings, which means they 
present their theories, axioms, and research findings as if they were indubitable 
because they are “scientific.”  

The intellectual independence of academics is subject to criticism. In the 
Netherlands the Overlegcommissie Economische Verkenningen, an academic committee 
dominated by professors to evaluate economic research, has pointed at the ivory 
tower practice at (business) economic faculties of Dutch universities. The commit-
tee stresses the importance of empirical- and experience-based knowledge about 
the economy. In their recommendations they argue that PhD students should gain 
more practical experience. They also recommend that universities enable part-time 
(full) professors to have a career outside the university (Overlegcommissie Economische 
Verkenningen 1996, p. 74). They consider the assumption that ivory tower research 
is the only interpretation of independent research to be wrong. 

Not only Overlegcommissie Economische Verkenningen criticizes the current under-
standing of independent economic research. Economic policy advisers fear that 
fundamental economic research will lose its meaning to them if its orientation be-
comes more international and less focused on the Dutch economy (Van Dalen 
and Klamer 1996, p. 248). A pure academic, on the other hand, is not attracted to 
client contract research because the practical questions of academic advice are of-
ten too specific and too context dependent to arouse international attention (Van 
Dalen en Klamer 1996, p. 253). Also Peter van Baalen mentions that academics 
preferably write for their scientific colleagues. Working for a client does not con-
tribute much to an academic career while taking much time and energy (Van 
Baalen 2001, p. 54). Rarely is it possible to use the results of academic advisers’ 
advice for international publication, even if cultivating academic ethos is a goal. 
 
Advice based on nothing but the truth 
Researchers and policy advisers in the positivist/modernist Tinbergen tradition 
both assume the possibility of distinguishing positive from normative economics. 
Both researchers and scientific policy advisers limit themselves to positive ques-
tions (see chapter 2). Most traditional economists believe a sharp distinction be-
tween positive and normative economics is possible. Dutch economists are some-
what divided on this question, but the results of research by Van Dalen and 
Klamer (1996, p. 263) show that most Dutch economists having an opinion about 
it consider it possible.  

Van Dalen and Klamer (1996, p. 243) characterize Tinbergen as an academic 
researcher before World War II and then a policy adviser. He never combined the 
two roles. The difference between policy adviser and academic researcher is that 
the adviser uses or applies knowledge created by the researcher. The academic re-
searcher does not apply the knowledge to improve policy effectiveness and effi-
ciency; the policy adviser tries to realize political objectives better or cheaper with-
out interfering in the policy itself. That would be a normative contribution accord-
ing to the traditional point of view. The traditional role of the policy adviser is not 
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always visible in practice, however, according to Van Dalen and Klamer (1997, p. 
76), although he is portrayed as such. 

Van Dalen and Klamer argue that Tinbergen became an idealist after finishing 
his career as policy adviser. As such he started to influence economic policy as a 
normative economist. An idealist can evaluate different problems and advise on 
the quality of policies. As an idealist Tinbergen was concerned about war, pollu-
tion, and unequal distribution of wealth (Van Dalen and Klamer 1996, pp. 35-6, 
245). 

The idealist can value and judge a policy unlike the policy adviser and the aca-
demic researcher, but is no longer an academic character, according to Tinbergen 
or traditional positivist academics, because he gives up academic neutrality. Aca-
demic judgments have to be realistic instead of idealistic. Following the characteri-
zations of the academic researcher and the internal policy adviser, academic advis-
ers should not judge a policy or strategy even if applying knowledge like the policy 
adviser. Consulting economists’ search for positive knowledge about the economy 
is the only means to fulfill their assignments and remaining an academic character.  

Peacock (1992), Blaug (1980), and Cordes et al. (1993) have argued that im-
proving a strategy or policy and discussing its objectives is often part of the de-
mand for advice. Consultants are willing to discuss these questions and although 
academic advisers are challenged to think in that direction as well, their academic 
ethos tells them to resist. 
 

Human engagement in consultant ethos 

Personal involvement enables effective consulting 
Consultants stay close to their clients to gain relevant and reliable information, 
one explanation for their preference for the process orientation characterized by 
Schein (1990). Even Pinault (2000, pp. 81-82), a critic on the morality of consult-
ants as a former consultant, underlines the importance of a close client relation as 
it lends the best opportunity to help. The intention to help implies a social attitude 
and a social concern. Jackall therefore characterizes a consultant as ‘an expert who 
trades in others’ troubles’ (1988, p. 140). Bolweg argues that consultants intend to 
‘partner’ with clients (2001, p. 193). Batelaan refers to ‘co-entrepreneur’ (2001, p. 195). 

Van Luijk, an academic with scientific interest in consultants, mentions seven 
words that characterize the ethos of consultants. One is ‘responsibility’ (Van Luijk 
2001, pp. 266-8). Van Luijk describes consultants as guides in uncertain situations, 
where codes to act are rare. Consultants thus run into many unique situations that 
open possibilities to take responsibility. They are asked to give a suggestion for 
action. No one can push it, but clients hope to get a good suggestion, a critical 
question, or a new perspective. It is part of the ethos of consultants that they then 
offer their help, and even try to recognize unasked questions. 

Maister, Green and Galford stress that earning trust is an important compe-
tence of consultants. An adviser has to be trusted by his client, the most important 
precondition to get necessary information to come up with valuable advice and to 
get recommendations accepted. Maister et al. summarize it this way: ‘We learned 
that you do not get the chance to employ advisery skills until you can get someone to trust you 
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enough to share their problems with you’ (2000, p. ix). Maister et al. present techniques 
to earn trust, but these will only do if a consultant cares about a client (Maister et 
al. 2000, p. 60). Block also underlines that consultants have to be authentic: ‘Au-
thentic behavior leads to higher trust, higher leverage and higher client commitment’ (2000, p. 
38). Hoebeke (2001, p. 279) and Vermaak (2001, p. 292) also acknowledge and 
stress the importance of the personal dimension in a consulting relationship.  

Authors less specific about trust or authenticity underline the importance of a 
good relationship between client and consultant. Clark (1995, p. 71) argues that 
consultants consider the relationship between consultant and client together with 
their reputation the most important factors to get new assignments from a client. 
Ashford claims that: ‘Once a relationship has been built, it should be maintained at all costs’ 
(1998, p. 101). At this point, however, the consultant’s idealistic approach risks 
becoming opportunistic. 
 
A process orientation has to be part of consulting 
Consultants’ social concern is a shared value in the profession, part of their ethos. 
Schein (1990) stresses the responsibility of consultants to help their clients and 
argued in the 1960s that consultants work collaboratively with clients to be effec-
tive (1969, p. 84). This approach is widely accepted among consultants today. 
Many authors stress that consultants be able to integrate the expert role with the 
more collaborative and process-oriented role (Kubr 2002, pp. 70-72).  

Block agrees with the view presented by Kubr that the process role and the 
expert role are supportive. In Flawless Consulting, Block presents consultants who 
research collaboratively, meaning they and their clients work as a team during the 
whole process of analysis, evaluation of alternatives, and choice of strategy or pol-
icy (Block 2000, pp. 25-8). He presents twelve steps in the consulting process and 
makes recommendations to involve the client in each step. In the sixth step Block 
warns against the use of expertise by consultants. By experience and intuition a 
consultant has sufficient information in very little time. The client should be con-
vinced, however, which often takes more time than a consultant needs to draw 
conclusions. Acceptance of a new view benefits from involving the client during 
data collection. Truth and expertise is not enough. The collaborative approach 
guarantees that consultants will stay in touch with clients. Clients can develop 
their views about their own situation step by step, preventing them from unpleas-
ant surprises when consultants present conclusions and recommendations. Mais-
ter also emphasizes the importance of keeping clients informed regularly during 
the assignment and asking for their opinion (Maister et al. 2000, pp. 171-2). These 
“feedback meetings” have a corrective benefit and generate trust. 

Schein argues that a critical awareness of a client’s interests and intentions is a 
crucial element of process consulting, another means to stay in touch with client 
needs. Clients know they have a problem, but often are unaware of the real causes. 
Their first need is to understand the problem and the real demand for advice 
(Schein 1969, p. 4). After client and consultant mutually frame the assignment, the 
process moves on to collaborative analysis. Clients must be helped to analyze the 
problem and develop a solution. Schein argues it is better to solve the problem 
this way than to offer a solution clients do not understand or cannot accept for its 
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consequences. An expert consultant often gets disappointed clients, he argues, 
even though diagnosis and advice are right, because clients were not sufficiently 
acclimated to a new understanding of their situation. The new understanding is 
necessary to motivate new decision making (1969, pp. 5-7).  

Expert advice implies a high degree of client dependency and process consult-
ing gives more responsibility to the client. Consultants have to assess the degree of 
dependency a client can handle and how willing they are to share their problems 
to decide which kind of consultant contribution is most helpful. More mature 
consulting professions like clinical or social psychology have long acknowledged 
the problem of dependency (Schein 2002, p. 21). Within them, ethical codes to 
decide what kind of help is most appropriate are further developed than in con-
sulting. Schein argues that consultants also need to develop ethical codes to be 
trusted and rewarded in the long run. They are preconditions for their work. 

Edu Feltmann also argues the importance of clients remaining the problem 
owner. Though he acknowledges that advice has to be useful, it is alone not 
enough. He argues that usefulness has to be accomplished by enforcing the cli-
ent’s self-esteem (2001, p. 150). This human dimension of the consultant’s work is 
close to the helping relationship mentioned by Schein.  

Feltmann aims toward client enthusiasm. He argues that there is some magic 
in the relationship between consultant and client. A client should not overly sense 
the consultants’ directives, but more their inspiration. Ideally the client should feel 
proud of the project’s realization. The consultant listens critically, gives interpreta-
tions and tries to get beyond the words to the meaning. This process can cause 
‘joy’ or ‘happiness’ (Feltmann 2001, p. 146) similar to the joy of an aesthetic experi-
ence. This joy can be felt on both client and consultant sides. It requires searching 
and an open attitude. There should be time for surprises. The full human dimen-
sion should be acknowledged by consultants, not just functional aspects and re-
sults, albeit they are important. 
 
Consulting and value criticism 
Professional moral principles of consultants say to help clients help themselves. A 
collaborative approach contributes to this, but critical opposition can serve the 
same purpose. Consultants can be critical of clients, but not in the way academics 
are. 

McKinsey Mind authors Rasiel and Friga claim that clients sometimes do not 
understand their problems (2001, p. 17). A consultant must correct this, because 
uncritical acceptance of the assignment will inevitably lead to frustration on both 
sides. If the consultant is aware of flaws in the assignment, the consulting process 
starts in the contract phase. It is in line with Schein’s observation to start an as-
signment in process consultation mode even if the demand is for expert consult-
ing (1990, p. 61). 

More consultants acknowledge the importance of a critical attitude in the con-
tract phase. Block, for example, advocates rejecting wrongly designed assignments: 
‘[S]ay no as often as you say yes … be careful when the client has expectations that you cannot 
fulfill’ (Block 2000, p. 324). Consultants know that help can mean opposing clients. 
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It requires well-developed social skills and sensitivity to retain a client relationship 
as he acquiesces to the consequences of the opposition. 

Criticism by consultants can also be analytical if there is a relation between 
good analysis and client interest. If weak methodology is harmful to the client 
consultants will be critical, but not like academics. Because client interests prevail, 
consultants can even criticize academic methods if they fail to consider common 
sense evidence or use theoretical insights with little practical relevance (Weggeman 
2001, pp. 111-112). 

Consultants’ criticisms are primarily social, however, because clients’ interests 
are guiding (Feltmann 1984, p. 242). These criticisms can be directed to clients’ 
values. A consultant can oppose a client, for example, by arguing for a change in 
timeframe, profitability, stability of an objective, or regard for stakeholder interest. 
A consultant often tries to change the perspective of the current course of action 
to motivate a change of action. Cummings and Worley (2004, pp. 157-158) men-
tion tactics like creating a sense of urgency, or stressing the discrepancy between 
the current and desired state. Consultants thus often try to influence the views and 
values of their clients. 

Although both consultants and academic advisers are external advisers, they 
make use of their outsider positions differently. An academic adviser needs to be 
an external adviser to be an independent and neutral informational expert. A con-
sultant needs the outsider position to critically discuss interests, preferences and 
objectives. Consultants can also use their position to be ‘impartial,’ according to De 
Caluwé and Witteveen (2001b, p. 15). This is more like third-party or judicial im-
partiality than the neutrality of academic adviser who aims at unbiased fact genera-
tion. 

Van Luijk argues that consultants try to be ‘all-partial’ (2001, p. 266). It implies 
that consultants are attuned to the interests of clients and their stakeholders. Con-
sultants have to identify with the interests of these parties, be they management, 
labor union, employee, customer, or government. From this position consultants 
can argue that clients take care of the interests of these stakeholders to invest in a 
good relationship. The outsider position of academics implies neutrality with re-
spect to these interests; the traditional consulting economist identifies with the 
role of an independent expert. Neutrality means not discussing these interests, as 
demonstrated in the chapter on economic advice as scientific activity. Ten Bos 
argues for consultants to ‘abandon the distinction between fact and value’ (2000, p. 22). In 
that sense he considers them postmodern characters. The academic adviser is a 
more modern character. 
 

Summary 

How could consultants and academic advisers explain and legitimize their pre-
ferred moral involvement to each other? 
 



   92 

 
 

4.5 Preferred knowledge 

In terms of action and reflection, clients have the most active character and pure 
academics the most reflective character. Consultants and academic advisers oc-
cupy middle positions as illustrated in table 4.1. Consultants are more on the cli-
ents’ side than academic advisers and thus more involved in practical problems. 
Academic advisers are more on the academic side interested in application of aca-
demic theory. Academic advisers will therefore prefer academic knowledge, 
whereas consultants may share the client’s interpretation of theoretical approaches 
as impractical. Consultants and academic advisers prefer a different kind of 
knowledge in their work and apply different standards to assess its quality. If they 
reflect on the knowledge they use, they give different arguments to legitimize their 
position.  

 

Academic advisers prefer abstract and general knowledge  

Academics are used to formulating their own questions (Weggeman 2001, p. 115). 
To meet academic standards, they have to have relevance for a longer period of 
time and should relate to existing academic theory. Pure academics strive for con-
clusions that will hold for at least several years, better yet for decades or even cen-
turies. Consultants like to be rewarded by clients for giving advice appropriate to a 
specific situation and like it if their advice is discussed in the media because it is an 
indication of its relevance. Ten Bos characterizes this opposition as the ‘granite 

Academic adviser proposition: The contribution an academic adviser values most is 
the objective, critical and independent investigation of an economic situation, 
possible alternatives, and the alternatives’ effects. The client has the best 
knowledge to decide which alternative meets most important objectives, values 
or interests. At that point an academic adviser does not feel the need to help. 
Consultant response: Presentation of mere facts does not suffice. Assignments do 
not follow the distinction between facts and values. Economic decision makers 
have to consider values, preferences and interests, which are not usually “posi-
tive facts.” A collaborative and socially engaged approach opens this world to 
consultants, generating responsibilities academic advisers decline to take. 
 
Consultant proposition: Clients can be confused about their interests, objectives 
and preferences because they often are conflicting. Consultants should try their 
best to discuss objectives critically and guide clients independently, but a con-
sultant has to identify with the interests of a client as well. Neutrality and dis-
tance serve as barriers to this kind of knowledge. 
Academic response: Economic consultants promise more than they can offer. Cli-
ents like to believe these offers, and get seduced, which is morally wrong. An 
academic adviser promises less, but offers a service with academic quality.  
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truth’ of scientific research versus the ‘fashionable’ or superficial knowledge of con-
sultants (2001, p. 29).  

Weggeman (2001, p. 116) argues that the knowledge academics prefer has to 
be generally valid. Consultants often do research for clients in a dynamic envi-
ronment because they need a new strategy, a new design, or a change in organiza-
tional processes. Regularities and predictable routines often have to be changed to 
meet new demands. Pure academics have professional difficulty dealing with these 
unique questions. Unique and unpredictable situations are beyond their knowledge 
horizon; they are too specific. They try to discover what would and would not 
work in general. They find their knowledge by long term investigation or deduce it 
from general theory.  

Academics usually try to minimize their influence on the subject they investi-
gate. Influence is seen as disturbance of what has to be investigated; they try to 
investigate it as it is. Consultants instead try to influence their research subject. 
Van Luijk (2001, p. 263) argues from an academic perspective that consultants try 
to realize practical change. Academics, however, work for science, and change of 
their research subject even makes their research outdated. They like their argu-
ments to be heard by colleagues or accepted as scientifically relevant; it implies 
rigor of knowledge and theory. To be taken seriously the findings have to meet 
scientific standards. Practical relevance is secondarily important.  

Action research is an academic method that resembles consulting to some de-
gree (Kubr 2002, p. 56). It influences the subjects of research by confronting them 
with the research findings. It is a way to learn from research. Those subjected to 
the research have to draw their own conclusions, of course, but by intensively 
considering knowledge about themselves, the relevance of the results has a better 
chance of becoming apparent. It is an exceptional approach for academics and has 
a low reputation among social scientists because it gives up scientific distance.  

Van Dalen and Klamer (1996) found that the concern of academic econo-
mists is not knowledge about the real economy but rather economic model build-
ing. Their greatest joy is being published, a necessity to the success of academic 
economists. Their research showed that only 9 percent of economists working in 
the profit sector and 16 percent working for the government imagined that thor-
ough knowledge about the economy is not important for an academic career com-
pared to 20 percent of economists at educational and research institutes. Only 36 
percent of them considered this knowledge very important, compared to 53 per-
cent of the two other groups (1996, p. 269). Recent Dutch and American PhD 
students were even more extreme than university staff. Forty percent of Dutch 
PhD students considered thorough knowledge about the economy not important, 
and only 12 percent considered it very important. The results of Klamer and Col-
ander (1990) in the United States (summarized in Van Dalen and Klamer 1996, p. 
272) showed that 68 percent of the responding economic PhD students consid-
ered thorough knowledge about the economy not important; only 3 percent con-
sidered it very important for an academic career. We could conclude from the 
Dutch and American PhD students’ answers that knowledge about the economy 
is not necessary to complete a dissertation and publish in academic journals. Con-
sultants see the academic position as untenable. They could not do their job this 
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way. Their answers would most closely correspond to Van Dalen’s and Klamer’s 
profit sector economists as consultants are a subgroup of them.  

Latour and Woolgar (1986) performed an anthropological study in the late 
1970s and found results similar to Van Dalen and Klamer concerning the aca-
demic valuation of knowledge. They investigated the concerns of academics work-
ing in a medical institute laboratory specializing in fundamental research. They 
found that these academics strove for credit in terms of recognition, money, and 
research facilities given by the institutes they worked for (1986, p. 201), usually 
earned by good publications and arguments based on scientific data. 

Academics thus primarily work for scientific recognition. They have little in-
centive and opportunity to leave the theoretical world, since they have to manifest 
themselves in this field of theoretical discussion (Weggeman 2001, p. 115). Rec-
ognition by practitioners means less to them. This lack of interest in knowledge 
relevant to practitioners compared to scientific recognition seems to be a feature 
of the ethos of academics working in the economic discipline, which is going to 
affect academic advisers (Peacock 1988, p. 5). 

 

Consultants prefer local knowledge over abstractions 

Knowledge can be very general or very specific. Academics search for general 
knowledge, applicable to many organizations or markets. Managers often have 
very specific knowledge about their own organization. Van Baalen (2001, p. 54) 
argues that consultants have a middle position between managers and manage-
ment scientists regarding their preference for knowledge. Consultants use knowl-
edge by experience like managers but argue on a higher level of abstraction, al-
though not as abstract as management scientists. For that reason consultants can 
better spot relevant details in a client’s organization than academics, but have less 
detailed knowledge about the organizations than managers.  

To change economic situations they have to be influenced in a timely context 
and within that timeframe consultants have to act. Luijk (2001, p. 263) therefore 
argues that consultants are change agents in a changing environment. The time 
constraint has consequences for the kind of knowledge that is useful. Allen (1977, 
p. 50) also addresses that time pressures in practice are quite severe compared to 
academic research. Twijnstra et al. (2002, p. 19) refer to the dynamics of the envi-
ronment, its complexity, and the difficulties in predicting change for a period 
longer than consultants have to acquire sufficient knowledge.  

Within months consultants’ recommendations can be outdated. The faster con-
sultants present their conclusions, the better. Scientific generation of knowledge 
often takes too long, a reason that consultants do not value scientific knowledge 
highly in their work. McKinsey alumni Rasiel and Friga describe how McKinsey 
consultants cope in the context of uncertainty, change and complexity. The ap-
proach they advocate is a mixture of intuition and information to develop hy-
potheses as fast as possible (2001, p. 22). Good contacts with and active involve-
ment of the client is mentioned as useful, but sometimes inefficient in terms of 
time (2001, p. 169). While client involvement is not critical to problem solving, it 
is to acceptance. Acceptance alone, however, is not enough; it is more important 
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that consultants give their advice in time. In the context of time pressure Rasiel 
and Friga prefer expert over process consulting 

From a consultant’s perspective, academic advisers’ expert consulting often 
lacks relevance. Schön (1983, p. 49) stresses the tension between ‘rigor’ and ‘rele-
vance’ of knowledge. Relevance points to knowledge’s practical or social meaning; 
rigor means that it is sound and durable. Though Schön is active as both consult-
ant and academic, his academic interest is mainly philosophical. Schön argues that 
academics opt for rigor and professionals like consultants or physicians opt for 
relevance of knowledge. The two often conflict, because relevant knowledge often 
does not meet the criteria of rigor, and rigorous knowledge is often useless in a 
practical context. Kubr makes the same observation (2002, p. 58).  

Argyris (1996, p. 392), a reputable academic and well known consultant like 
Schön, goes one step further. He differentiates between rigor in the context of 
theoretical legitimization and rigor in the context of designing or changing organi-
zations, as consultants intend to do. Generalizations or theories have to be action-
able in the setting where they were found as well as the setting where they are ap-
plied. Most academic theories are not rigorous ‘in the context of creation’ because they 
are vulnerable to changes in research conditions. The ceteris paribus conditions of 
economists are attractive to theoreticians but not to those who use theory in prac-
tice (Weggeman 2001, p. 112). Argyris’s criticism is even more fundamental than 
Schön’s, since Argyris shows that the rigor of social science theory often only 
holds in a theoretical or experimental context. This implies lack of rigor of aca-
demic theory, which also makes it less relevant from a practical perspective: aca-
demic theory is then only applicable in exceptional situations, where all conditions 
are as they were in the research process. A scientific theory only has practical rele-
vance if it tells users how to create the conditions necessary to make it work. Ar-
gyris therefore argues that traditional ideas of theoretical rigor do not suffice 
(1996, p. 396). Practice demands a theoretical rigor that holds up in the context of 
creation or design. He therefore uses the concept of ‘design causality’ instead of 
theoretical causality. 

Consultants’ suspicion for academic knowledge and academic theory trans-
lates to the rare use of it in their work. Alvesson (1993, p. 1005) has the impres-
sion that formal knowledge is less important for management consultants than 
experience and skills. For consultants a best guess suffices if it is the best kind of 
knowledge available. Intuition too can provide serious information such as the re-
liability or character of a partner. Consultant knowledge is experience-based to an 
important degree (Kubr 2002, p. 216). Practicing consultants also value knowledge 
that can be told or expressed in stories and figures. Gurus are the most successful 
examples of this approach (Clark and Greatbatch 2002, p. 159). With these means 
to gather and express knowledge consultants have access to domains closed to 
academic advisers due to academic standards judging the quality of knowledge.  

After finding relevant and rigorous conclusions that lead to formulating rec-
ommendations, the question is how to get the advice across. It is acknowledged as 
one of consultants’ major challenges. Twijnstra et al. (2002, p. 105) mention the 
tension between ‘being in the right’ and ‘to be proved right.’ This tension gives rise to 
the kind of knowledge consultants value best. Rasiel and Friga argue that the clev-
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erest strategy has no value ‘if the client does not buy into it.’ Therefore the client has to 
be convinced by a ‘compelling narrative’ that mentions only the facts that ‘advance your 
story’ (Rasiel and Friga 2000, p. 100). These are rhetorical and not necessarily op-
portunistic considerations because the assumption is that the advice is of high 
quality. 

Consultants often have to answer critical questions based on skepticism dur-
ing a change process. A remark by Kubr (2002) dealing with client resistance in-
cludes dialectical and rhetorical considerations. He proposes an approach that 
breaks an objection down into its component parts, dealing with each one sepa-
rately, moving from the easiest to the more difficult. He also advises rewording an 
objection in neutral terms in case of a total impasse, ‘since the objector may have used 
highly emotional words originally’ (Kubr 2002, p. 101). The latter recommendation is 
more rhetorical, the first more dialectical.  

From consultant literature we can conclude that consultants value local over 
general knowledge. They consider timely knowledge more appropriate than scien-
tifically proved knowledge and they criticize the rigor of scientific knowledge. 
Knowledge should be relevant with respect to the needs of the client, not neces-
sarily with respect to scientific discussions.  
 

Summary 

How could consultants and academic advisers explain and legitimize the kind of 
knowledge they prefer?  

 

 

Academic adviser proposition: We know that general economic theory needs applica-
tion to have value to the client. The more general a theory is, the better the 
chances that it can be applied in different situations. 
Consultant response: In practice the claim that academic theory is generally applica-
ble often does not hold. Too many conditions have to be met just as they were in 
the research context. The practical context is often too different. 
 
Consultant proposition: Though academic economists may believe that clients have 
no needs beyond application of academic theory, some years of experience in the 
field with its tight deadlines, requirements for knowledge about the local situa-
tion, and relating to clients will relieve them of this belief. Clients need more help 
than academic advisers assume. 
Academic response: Local knowledge has little relevance in a scientific context, and 
we admit to the huge distance between it and academic knowledge. Clients, how-
ever, have local knowledge and are in a better position to combine it with the 
academic view we present them in our advice, than we are. 
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4.6 Ethos and knowledge creation 

The kind of knowledge preferred by consultants and academic advisers is differ-
ent. Different kinds of knowledge demand different research approaches. As-
sumptions about what can be known depend on what is considered knowledge 
and what is not. Academic assumptions are different from consultant assumptions 
in this respect. Academics differentiate between scientific knowledge and lay 
knowledge. They doubt the value of lay knowledge because they cannot prove its 
truth, which is their way of legitimizing the value of academic research. How do 
consultants legitimize their position that appraises experience, lay knowledge and 
expert opinions? How do consultants and academics reflect on epistemological 
questions, or on questions about what can be known in the context of advice?  

 

Epistemological assumptions of academic advice 

Essentialism against the dominance of illusory details 
Ten Bos, Kieser and Weggeman compare management scientists and consultants 
explicitly and wonder why practical experience and practical knowledge is valued 
so low within the academic community (Ten Bos 2001, p. 29; Kieser 2002, p. 211; 
Weggeman 2001, p. 111). The official reason is that scientific results should not be 
biased by the interests of a researcher, or by the interests of a client. Knowledge 
has to be value free. Experience cannot be separated from the personal influences 
that scientists try to abandon. Scientific distance, visible by a critical attitude, 
shields academics from biased results. Academics thus cannot argue for trust or a 
close relationship with clients, nor can they trust clients’ lay knowledge because it 
too is biased. 

Economists are extremely suspicious academics with respect to lay knowledge 
and experiences. Friedman (1970) does not believe that answers gathered by ques-
tionnaires or interviews can be used to reject or confirm a hypothesis, which is a 
common practice among consultants as well as social scientists. Friedman refers to 
a case where businesspeople answered questions about what affected their deci-
sions. Profit maximization was one of many motives. According to Friedman 
(1970, p. 31) these answers cannot be used to confirm or reject the theory that 
businesspeople try to maximize profit. Only ‘observations’ showing the behavior of 
all businesspeople may support or reject a theory, not what individuals say they 
do. Only if businesspeople do not act as if they are seeking the highest profit in 
general can the theory be rejected. Then the finding should be that businesspeople 
seek some other objective like continuity or fair trade. According to Friedman, 
businesspeople act ‘as if’ they seek the highest profit. It does not matter what they 
intend to do and therefore it makes no sense to ask them. Academic economists 
like Friedman try to close their eyes to misleading details to see a truth that is 
higher than any truth these lay persons could tell. 

Friedman’s view of “testing” economic theories is well accepted, even though 
it seems contradictory to some extent because he also argues that the study of bi-
ographies, autobiographies, and examples is necessary to develop economic theory 
(Friedman 1970, p. 43). Questioning a businessman about how he has made im-
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portant decisions is a part of biographical research. This kind of research does not 
suffice or even help to legitimize a theory though.  

Friedman argues that a hypothesis should do ‘in general.’ The value of hy-
potheses or theories has to be measured by their ability to predict, not on the real-
ism of the assumptions underlying it. Assumptions can never be as realistic as real-
ity. The realism claim is unrealistic itself. Friedman gives the example of monopo-
listic or imperfect competition to support the claim (Friedman 1970, p. 15). The 
theory predicts the conditions for more or less competitive behavior of a mo-
nopolist, without going into details. Theory should be useful but according to 
Friedman it is no problem if it is unrealistic. 

Weggeman demonstrates the dominance of the essentialism focus of business 
scientists, arguing that scientific journals’ exclusion mechanism cultivates it. The 
journals prefer quantitative research based on large numbers of observations on a 
small number of ‘essential’ variables. The variables should have a reliable, causal 
relationship using accepted statistical standards. Anonymous reviewers, i.e., busi-
ness scientists’ audience, use these criteria. Managers or consultants have no inter-
est in such prestigious journal publications. The small number of variables makes 
relationships too particular and thus irrelevant or trivial (Weggeman 2000, p. 112). 

Academics would not be academics if they were satisfied with flaws in a 
methodology, even if it were the best methodology available. Academic policy ad-
visers like In ‘t Veld and Frissen know about the discussions concerning the ar-
gumentative turn in the social sciences. They acknowledge the limitations of their 
own academic expertise, thereby turning against the kind of research approach 
Friedman advocates. They take the interpretations of economic actors like clients 
or businesspeople very seriously in their reflections on policy advice. It is not the 
academic who has an exclusive entrance to economic truth in practice, although 
they are most educated in academic theory. Other actors in our political and eco-
nomic system like clients, interest groups, consultants and non-academic experts 
know the economic world they act in very well. For example, their knowledge is 
valuable to reaching consensus on a debate about a policy’s consequences. That 
implies ‘negotiated knowledge’ in contrast to ‘normal science.’ Normal science corre-
sponds to the positivist/modernist view of testing hypotheses like Friedman pro-
poses; negotiated knowledge is the result of a ‘post normal’ view on science (In ‘t 
Veld and Verhey 2000, pp. 118-121). 

Frissen argues that the outcomes of research can be manipulated by changing 
the research questions. This kind of manipulation is an important part of policy 
advice. Policy advice is dominated by negotiations about what should be consid-
ered the truth. Positivist scientists are no exception. Their strong ethos that de-
mands a search for objective knowledge lends them strong manipulative powers, 
which can have a strong influence on negotiations about the truth. But social sci-
entists often do not know for sure and if they pretend to know, their influence in 
negotiations does not necessarily serve the “truth.” Frissen is thus skeptical of the 
idea that academic research improves the quality of decisions (Frissen 2000, pp. 
59-60) any more than the contributions of other relevant actors’ discussions. 

Despite the critical arguments made by Frissen and In ‘t Veld and Verhey, 
academic advisers seldom have an unproblematic relationship with experienced 
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reality. Even those who acknowledge that positivist social science contributes little 
to the quality of real economic decisions have difficulties believing that consult-
ants can do better. Lay knowledge and professional experience are disqualified in a 
traditional academic context. Consultants interpret this academic distance from 
the reality consultants try to experience as ‘arrogance’ (Weggeman 2001, p. 111). 
 
Academic skepticism regarding knowledge by experience  
Most academics and academic advisers distance research subjects, clients and their 
own personal interests to do research that is undisturbed by emotions, values and 
unimportant details. Friedman’s position is illustrative: false arguments or assump-
tions are fine if the conclusions based on a theory are right. If those in business 
act as if they seek to maximize returns, it does not matter what they really do. Em-
pirical complexities cannot be represented in theory altogether, since there are too 
many details (Friedman 1970, p. 7). An academic therefore has to look for essen-
tials to make sense of the complexities. These essentials can be the most relevant 
phenomena, the most relevant characteristics of the phenomena, or the assumed 
causal relations between phenomena. 

McCloskey (1994, p. 215) criticizes the essentialist approach of economists in 
“Armchair Philosophy of Economics,” a chapter in ‘Knowledge and persuasion in eco-
nomics’ that claims that economists do not like empirical research. Some subdisci-
plines like economic history, industrial economics, and organization studies are 
more empirical, but their size and academic impact seems to be decreasing; they 
practice science with a small ‘s’. Most economists only look for Science and The-
ory. In the words of McCloskey: ‘The philosophers are misled – as, I repeat, many econo-
mists themselves are – by the large place and high prestige of blackboard theorizing in economics’ 
(1994, p. 226). Economic experiences by non-academic economists are even ex-
cluded from the scientific debate altogether (McCloskey 1994, p. 116).  

Business economists also prefer a long term relevance of their research (Ten 
Bos 2001, p. 29), but their research is less mathematical and less axiomatic than 
that criticized by McCloskey. Human resource management uses psychological 
insights; the marketing field depends heavily on empirical research. There are even 
attempts to integrate literary analysis and systematic philosophical inquiry as meth-
ods that can be applied in organization theory (Boje 2001). Management and or-
ganization commonly uses case study research (Eisenhardt 1989). Most qualitative 
research approaches, however, are not considered good for a scientific career in 
any of the economic disciplines yet. They are often too detailed and their focus is 
on interpretation rather than measurement.  

The popularity of a more interpretative approach open to experiences is 
growing among business economists, however. Morgan’s Images of Organization 
(1986), which is cited several thousand times, is an indication. The book is popular 
among scientists as well as consultants (De Caluwé 2001, p. 323; Boonstra 2001b, 
p. 324; Keizer 2001, p. 328). Morgan argues that organization research should stay 
close to experience, even though this knowledge lacks general validity. ‘We can 
know organization only through our experience of them. We can use metaphors and theories to 
grasp and express this knowledge and experience, and to share our understandings, but we can 
never be sure that we are absolutely right’ (Morgan 1986, p. 341). 
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Implicit consultant epistemology 

Personal criticism or knowledge by feeling and sensing 
There is consensus among consultants that experiences supply relevant knowledge 
in the context of advice. Not all consultants explicitly mention Habermas (1988a, 
pp. 42-43), who refers to personal or therapeutic criticism to address the discur-
sive capacities that enable rational discussions about authenticity and honesty in 
human relationships, but in reflections on their practice, the value of experience 
or local knowledge is discussed extensively. Experience often enables a better un-
derstanding of practical and personal issues than scientific investigation.  

Bolweg, a consultant, characterizes consultants as professionals who live by 
their experience, like to be practical and are best considered craftsmen (2001, p. 
190). Boonstra confirms that consultants are professionals by experience (2001a, 
p. 243) and adds that consultants work in a field where the traditional subject-
object construction that belongs to the context of scientific research is not helpful, 
since the object can talk back (2001, p. 252). Too much distance is a barrier to 
relevant knowledge. Kubr also stresses the benefit of experience in consulting 
(1978, p. 35). Schön adds that if consultants are ‘asked to describe their methods of in-
quiry, they speak of experience, trial and error, intuition and muddling through’ (1983, p. 43).  

Unlike academics, the interest of clients is not to learn about fundamental sci-
entific relations but about real relationships between their organization and the 
social and economic environment, between their strategy and market, or between 
management and employees. The social relationships consultants and clients try to 
analyze are personal, emotional, and loaded with different interests. In this per-
sonal context experienced consultants strive to be ‘authentic’ (Block 2000, p. 38; 
Vermaak 2001, pp. 293; 297), meaning they show character and are able to react in 
a personal way. The importance of this authenticity implies that emotions and per-
sonal concerns are relevant in the consulting process. Van Luijk (2001, p. 263-264) 
argues that empathy and susceptibility are necessary capacities for consultants to 
get in touch with real client concerns. 

 
The domain of aesthetic knowledge 
Some consultants like Ten Bos, Argyris and Schön are also philosophers and are 
thus familiar with philosophical discussions. Argyris (1996, p. 402) argues that 
consultants are involved in the design of organizations, which implies the aesthetic 
perspective of human creation as opposed to ‘after the fact’ scientific registration 
and explanation. Ten Bos (2000, p. xvi) refers to fashion, which is an aesthetic 
category helpful to gaining appropriate knowledge about the changing social and 
cultural realities that comprise economic and political life. They all seem to argue 
that there is more “truth” than the granite Truth of the academic scientist. They 
assume an understanding that Habermas characterizes as aesthetic or cultural 
(1988a, p. 41). Support for this aesthetic position can be found in Aristotle (1985, 
p. 1140a), who relates designers’ knowledge to politicans’ or managers’ social 
knowledge because both consider changing realities. Consultants, as socially ex-
perienced designers, use both kinds of knowledge. 



   101

In this cultural domain universal truth claims do not exist. Claims about what 
“is” or what “should be” have a local meaning. This domain is thus fashionable, 
to use the description of Ten Bos (2000). Fashions change with time and place. 
They have no universal validity. They seem superficial from an academic perspec-
tive, but tell a relevant story from an aesthetic perspective that enables the discus-
sion of another kind of truth. It is not the universal truth of traditional scientists, 
but an aesthetic or local truth. Ten Bos refers to Habermas to characterize what 
consultants do: they ‘advise on matters of both the system world and the life world as Haber-
mas would have it’ (2000, p. 22). These activities refer to an epistemology that goes 
beyond the rigor of science. Consultants many domains of knowledge humans 
have access to. Only in the exceptional case of advising on technical or scientific 
matters would scientific knowledge suffice. 

Academics and consultants practice in different timeframes, as argued above. 
Pure academics take their time with research, but consultants’ clients present ur-
gent questions that have to be answered in time. Clients have to follow the advice 
before it is outdated. Donald Schön explicitly refers to the dimension of timing by  
stating that practitioners like consultants have to reflect on action within a limited 
zone of time (1983, p. 62). It is the ‘action present,’ where action can make a differ-
ence to the situation. That opens up a new aesthetic aspect: reality creation within 
certain boundaries. Similarly consultants have to identify with the culture, values, 
and interests of the practitioners they advise. 

Academic advisers, on the contrary, are accustomed to a theory-oriented 
frame of reference. Their scientific “action present” has a distant time horizon. 
While no one really believes in an eternal perspective, scientists often assume 
timelessness in their arguments. Their conclusions should hold forever or at least 
for long. They like deductive arguments derived from theory and applied to a case. 

Feltmann argues that giving “good” advice is not a theoretical process, al-
though theoretical considerations may be part of it. Giving advice is, for various 
reasons, a poetic process. Clients have to participate in the consulting process to 
give value to recommendations. Moral and emotional interaction with the consult-
ant is required (Feltmann 2001, p. 140). On the other hand, consultants have to 
interact with clients as though they are reading and interpreting a text in a search-
ing and attentive way (Feltmann 2001, p. 144). They must acknowledge unique-
ness in every project, which implies a tailored approach. Advice can only be valu-
able if both client and adviser contribute to the fit between advice and the ques-
tion at hand. Feltmann (2001, p. 143) therefore argues that a consultant should be 
artist and philosopher instead of applier of a general theory or model. Feltmann 
discusses the value of aesthetic knowledge in the context of consulting since it has 
a very local existence and is created by human interaction. Its validity or impact 
depends on the judgment and acceptance of the parties that are involved. 
 
Theoretical knowledge as obstacle 
Research to formulate advice does not generate much durable knowledge about 
the subject given the misfit between stable, timeless knowledge required by aca-
demics and a changing, unstable situation that is subject of research in consulting. 
This dilemma prompts Schön (1983, p. 69) to argue for a discussion about the 
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epistemology of practice. The scientists’ “art” is of little use to understanding eco-
nomic practice in a way that helps improve it: ‘The dilemma of rigor and relevance may 
be dissolved if we can develop an epistemology of practice which … links the art of practice in 
uncertainty and uniqueness to the scientist’s art of research.’ 

Schön differentiates knowledge like Aristotle (1985, p. 1139a-1140a). Aristotle 
makes a distinction between science, which he describes as the knowledge of gen-
eral principles, and practical knowledge (phronesis) resulting from economic or 
political deliberation that is based on experience. Practical reason is a specific ca-
pacity to the human mind that enables it to deal with changing situations, possi-
bilities, and uncertainties. Some principles of science can be part of these practical 
deliberations, but experience is its most useful component (Aristotle 1985, p. 
1141b). Aristotle considers this deliberation dialectic. It is based on experience-
generated, value-related and partly on scientific arguments. 

Science is the result of theoretical reason. Aristotle argues that science can be 
taught because it gives insight into stable relationships or regularly changing ob-
jects or situations. Because science has an enduring or “granite” character, it is 
general and timeless enough to be taught. Aristotle’s distinction between theoreti-
cal knowledge able to find the stable principles of science and practical knowledge 
based on economic and political deliberation fits Schön’s proposal for a episte-
mology of practice pretty well. It also seems related to the difference between aca-
demic knowledge and the knowledge consultants try to generate.  

Consultants use their capacities for practical reasoning and deliberation. They 
are concerned about future situations and appropriate action. Their economic 
questions are often about possible consequences of future actions. The conse-
quences have to be valued from their clients’ perspective as positive or negative, 
as opportunity or threat. Consultants act like their clients in a changing world and 
they make recommendations for clients to deal with the uncertainties. Science is 
unable to answer these questions wholly; it can answer parts of the question with 
economic theory and methods of scientific investigation. Practical questions are 
too specific, concrete, uncertain and interdisciplinary to be left to academic advis-
ers. Kubr (1978, p. 35) therefore seems to agree with Aristotle and Schön: ‘It is 
knowledge and practice of skills … that set the consultant apart from the academic theoretician. 
The techniques may be acquired in part by studying research findings and publications but, more 
particularly, they will be developed by experience.’  

In Kubr’s 2002 edition this dichotomy is not denied, but less accentuated. 
Kubr aims to integrate consulting with academic research as medical practitioners 
are integrated with academic science. The project has not been quite successful till 
now (Kubr 2002, p. 57): ‘It has not been possible to overcome fully the traditional dichotomy 
between the practically oriented consultant, committed to producing tangible results for the client, 
and the professor-researcher’.  

The human mind has more possibilities to generate economic knowledge than 
assumed by most traditional economists or scientists in general. Compared to 
these practical knowledge skills, scientific knowledge not always adds to a better 
understanding: ‘When the challenge is greatest and we need it most, far too much advice is of-
ten weakest and most misleading.’ In so saying, Argyris (2000, p. 9) criticizes the worth 
of “theories in use” applied by various advice givers. Theories in use will do in 
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routine situations, but often fail in the non-routine situations that are replete in 
economic practice. Argyris criticizes both academic advisers and consultants who 
are bound by ‘skilled incompetence’ (2000, p. 6). Their knowledge about the world as 
it “was” prevents them from viewing the world that comes into being. The prob-
lem is that knowledge of regularities in the past can obstruct the understanding of 
non-routine situations. 

How do consultants try to meet irregularity, new issues and non-routine situa-
tions? Argyris argues for an approach where ‘individuals write or speak by advocating, 
evaluating and attributing in ways that are illustrated, encourage inquiry, and are easily tested’ 
(2000, p. 99). The approach is close to everyday practice and common sense de-
liberation. It encourages the view that clients have the capacity to understand rec-
ommendations, their meaning, and their consequences. It is open to criticism and 
any other kind of feedback. In this context Argyris (2000, p. 240) argues that con-
sultants have to develop the competence of making non-discussible topics dis-
cussible.  

 

Summary 

How could consultants and academic advisers explain and legitimize their episte-
mological position?  
 

 

Academic adviser proposition: Useful knowledge should inform us about essential 
relations or enduring realities. That is what scientific knowledge can offer. Com-
pared to this knowledge, consultant and lay knowledge are superficial, biased and 
often misleading.  
Consultant response: Consultant knowledge may be superficial compared to aca-
demic standards, but it is not for clients. Consultants interpret the world like the 
client does, and their most valuable knowledge comes from intuition, a broader 
experience than their clients have, and a sense of reality. They compare the find-
ings from different sources of knowledge, a device social scientists call triangula-
tion. 
 
Consultant proposition: Academic knowledge and even consultants’ expertise often 
stand in the way of understanding what happens or should be done in non-
routine situations. A human being is endowed with various capacities to gather 
knowledge about the world and should make use of all of them. It is rarely uni-
versal knowledge, however, because the situations under interpretation have 
many unique characteristics. Indeed, consultants even try to influence those 
situations, making a fact-value distinction also theoretical. 
Academic response: The knowledge consultants generate does not deserve the name 
of scientific knowledge. Consultants may be right in saying that academics know 
only a small part of the world, but consultants suggest too much and prove too 
little. But perhaps academics do even worse. Academics must admit that con-
sultants have some points, and some do so explicitly.
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4.7 Overview of the differences in ethos 

The dialogues at the end of each section summarize the differences in ethos be-
tween consultants and academic advisers. The characterizations are about pre-
ferred consulting roles, the disciplinary focus, implicit moral codes, knowledge 
preferences, and assumed epistemological possibilities of each profession. Table 
4.2 summarizes the outcomes from these discussions in the previous sections. 

 
Table 4.2: Characteristics of consultant and academic advice ethos 

Consultants Academic advisers 

• Consulting role: doctor-patient role with well 

developed process awareness; 

• Intellectual domain: identification with eco-

nomic questions of clients, multi-disciplinary 

approach; 

• Moral orientation: sensitive and critical to-

wards clients’ (understanding of their) self-

interest. Collaborative and personal approach. 

Devoted to social values; 

• Preferred knowledge: practical and problem 

solving. Committed to short term use of topi-

cal knowledge and theory; 

• Epistemological attitude: No value-fact dichot-

omy. Experience as source of valid and useful 

information. Scientific knowledge is too re-

stricted to rely on as a sole source. 

• Consulting role: informational expert with little 

process awareness; 

• Intellectual domain: identification with applied 

and specialized research of economic sub-

disciplines; 

• Moral orientation: Applied research has to be 

devoted to science-values. Distant and imper-

sonal expert approach. Indifferent to the cli-

ents’ (understanding of their) self-interest; 

• Preferred knowledge: theoretical and general. 

Committed to generation, accumulation and 

conservation of durable knowledge; 

• Epistemological attitude: positive science 

ideal. It is possible to generate relevant 

knowledge which is applicable in many cases 

if research meets scientific standards. 

 
Table 4.2 presents the traditional ethos of consultants and academic advisers. Also 
academic advisers like Frissen and In ‘t Veld have confirmed that the table pre-
sents the traditional, dominant academic view, although they address some prob-
lems with this view. They stress the importance of lay knowledge, a negotiated 
truth, and argumentation and deliberation to reach better decisions. They also 
show interest in how consultants work. However, they favor academic ethos and 
even admit that traditional academic ethos is a means of persuasion in their prac-
tice, although it is not quite in line with their own practice in all its respects. 

The conclusions summarized in table 4.2 are the starting point for the next 
chapter, which focuses in detail on the preferred argumentation styles of consult-
ants and academic advisers. These preferences have to cohere to the more general 
moral and epistemological aspects of advice ethos, as discussed in this chapter. 
The general aspects offer a context to analyze argumentation ethos, and can thus 
contribute to a “hermeneutical proof” of the quality of the analysis of preferred 
argumentation styles by discussing the relation between “text” and “context” 
(Creswell 2007, pp. 59-60). A coherent relation could be interpreted as a positive 
result of a triangulation between the two chapters. Because this chapter and the 
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next are so closely connected, we can now formulate some expectations regarding 
the argumentation preferences of academic advisers and consultants. 

 
Analytical approach 
Consultants say that they work more interdisciplinarily; academic advisers work 
more within an economic sub-discipline. Consultants are more involved in con-
crete, practical assignments whereas academic advisers prefer a theoretical point of 
view in their work. Consultants do not distance themselves like academic advisers, 
opening the many possibilities afforded by experiential and personal knowledge. 
That approach does not meet academic standards. The legitimization of advice is 
therefore going to be different. We can expect academics to refer more to facts 
and measurements in argument, and consultants to refer also to experiences, ob-
servations and impressions. We can also expect academics to back their arguments 
with references to scientific articles and accepted theories, or to the scientific na-
ture of their data. Consultants will refer more to expert knowledge, common 
opinions, and shared understanding as backing for their arguments. 
 
The explicitness of normative arguments 
Advice is accepted best if it is compatible with the client’s perceived self-interest. 
Part of consulting is to discuss real interests and possible threats to show the 
benefits of an alternative. If clients tend toward an alternative that harms their in-
terest, consultants will advocate for a better one. They cannot deny the responsi-
bility that consulting economists say they do. Consultants have to explicitly advo-
cate for the best choice according to their ethos and there should be no confusion 
about the meaning of their advice, even though clients are free to make their own 
choices. Consultants feel responsible for their advice, implying their liability. Mis-
understandings are not forgivable; client/consultant differences in opinion should 
be made explicit, including the use of values, criteria, and norms as warrants be-
cause they relate most directly to interests. We can thus expect that consultants 
address normative arguments most explicitly. 

Academic advisers do not focus on clients’ confusion or their clearness of 
understanding; that is the client’s burden. The academic adviser’s is to make ex-
plicit the certainty of explanations or predictions. We could therefore expect that 
academic advisers are most explicit with respect to their use of positive grounds 
and warrants such as measurements and theories that assume causal relations.  
 
Advice in degree 
The academic adviser claims to help a client identify consequences of alternatives 
but not with choosing alternatives per se. If clients define a goal, the academic ad-
viser can identify the (most efficient) means to reach it. Clients have to evaluate 
the effects of alternatives and make their own choices because they involve valua-
tion. Academic advisers inspired by Robbins or Tinbergen would not give rec-
ommendations to influence client objectives or preferences. Political and strategic 
valuations of social responsibility and profit are  the client’s responsibility. 

Conversely, consultants feel free to give any kind of advice. They make critical 
topics discussible because they are trained to do so. They are accustomed to ask-
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ing painful questions or bearing expressive silences. Throughout an assignment, 
consultants use opportunities to discuss and test new ideas with clients, stake-
holders, and experts, and challenge clients to bring in new perspectives. Ideal case 
reports summarize conclusions, objectives and values that have come to be shared 
by the client and stakeholders. Consultants prefer this collaborative approach; 
academics prefer the distance of the expert approach. Because clients are better 
prepared to accept recommendations by a collaborative approach, we can expect 
that consultants formulate their recommendations more expressively and directly 
than academic advisers. 
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5. Espoused theory of  advice argumentation 

5.1 Introduction 

Chapter 4 used the rhetorical concept of ethos to inspect differences between 
consultants and competing academic advisers. It explored differences between the 
professional values of consultants and academic advisers. Consultants argue for 
treating a client as a person needing help during a problem-solving process. Aca-
demic advisers assume clients know their problems, objectives, and preferences 
and are thus able to accurately define their assignments. The difference is close 
client-consultant contact versus academic advisers’ distance and neutrality. Con-
sultants use sources of knowledge that do not meet the standards of scientific 
knowledge like personal experience, intuition, and the social senses, but academic 
advisers consider many of these sources inappropriate and unreliable. 

The chapter concluded that the ethos of academic advisers fits the positiv-
ist/modernist tradition; the practice of consultants meets more sympathy from the 
post-positivist and post-modernist perspective, which better appreciates the epis-
temological eclecticism of consultants who view scientific findings as one of many 
sources of knowledge. Given the different roles, degrees of specialization, moral 
attitudes, knowledge preferences and epistemological assumptions favored by the 
professions, we can expect them to give a different kind of advice as well. That 
implies a different use of normative arguments and a different analytical approach 
to back the arguments, with consultants depending more on aesthetic knowledge 
and academic advisers more on positive scientific knowledge. 

The current chapter continues the rhetorical analysis, but attention shifts to 
reflection on advice argumentation. How do consultants and academic advisers 
reflect on the way they support their advice or policy conclusions with arguments? 
Here we concentrate on what both professions consider good advice from a more 
substantive point of view, as opposed to the previous chapter’s advice philosophy. 
How should advice be written down? What kind of arguments should be used to 
support recommendations? An argumentation analysis can bring us closer to 
knowing why consultants are more convincing than academic advisers, despite 
their different and “inferior” methodology.  

Given the differences investigated in the previous chapter, consultants and 
academic advisers will prefer arguments and argumentation strategies coherent 
with their advice philosophy. They would not like to be associated with arguments 
they consider poor, inappropriate or fallacious. Toulmin offers a dialectical ap-
proach that enables a rhetorical analysis of argumentation that also suits the unsci-
entific argumentation practices of consultants. Van Eemeren and Grootendorst 
(1992, pp. 4-6) characterize Toulmin’s argumentation theory somewhat critically 
as ‘anthropo-relativistic’ due to its attention to human elements in argumentation like 
authority, values or emotions. These human elements are, however, necessary to 
an analytical framework that includes the personal and aesthetic arguments that 
consultants apply in the consulting process, following Habermas’s characterization 
of the local meta-fields of argumentation (1988a p. 38-45; section 3.1). Van Eem-
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eren and Grootendorst (1992. pp. 6-7) characterize their own ‘pragma-dialectical’ 
approach as ‘critical rationalist’,. Since consultants use grounds and backings that the 
pragma-dialectical approach with its modernist assumptions would neglect or 
characterize as fallacious, a pragma-dialectical analysis would result in a repetition 
of the consultant riddle again. The analysis in this chapter therefore concentrates 
on five elements that can be derived from Toulmin (1994, p. 104):  
1. The central claim, which is the ultimate advice, judgment or conclusion pre-

sented by the adviser. Degrees of certainty and possible rebuttals pointing to 
exceptions or preconditions are parts of it; 

2. The supporting grounds, which can be normative statements or valuations and 
positive statements (data, assumptions). Grounds support the claim directly; 

3. The supporting warrants, which can be motives, values, criteria, principles, laws 
or theoretical arguments based on causality that establish the relationship be-
tween claim and ground; 

4. The backings of grounds and warrants used to justify or validate the arguments; 
5. The presentation of claims, grounds, warrants and backings that can be explicit 

or implicit in the argument. This is the rhetorical emphasis in the argument. 
 
These aspects form the analytical framework for the analysis of advice argumenta-
tion in chapters 5 and 6. Toulmin does not mention presentation or presence as 
aspect in argumentation like the previous ones, but (1994, p. 100) argues that 
many aspects of an argument remain implicit in the course of a discussion or in a 
text. Choosing whether to make conditions of rebuttal explicit or mention a war-
rant is rhetorical. In practice arguments are rarely complete. 

If an author does not mention, for example, the theory or law necessary to 
draw a conclusion from some data, the author can be read as taking responsibility 
for this necessary step in the argument. To argue that it is dangerous to jump out 
of a second story window is usually unnecessary due to known frailties of the hu-
man body and knowledge of gravity. We can rely on common knowledge in such 
cases. It can remain implicit without weakening the force of an argument. 

This chapter uses the same kind of sources as chapter 4 in continuing the 
analysis, but the selection of sources only overlaps insofar as the authors reflect on 
subjects discussed in both chapters. Sources are consultant handbooks, textbooks 
about consultants, professional academic books, articles about consultants, and 
books and articles about academic advisers. This chapter presents citations and 
illustrative remarks from experienced academic advisers and consultants about 
their preferred argumentation styles. The quotes and references express how con-
sultants and academics would like to argue in an ideal case. Relevant issues from 
the perspective of argumentation analysis are discussed by consultants and aca-
demic advisers, although not systematically as in the current discussion. That both 
professions discuss the existence of rebuttals, the certainty of their claims, and the 
quality of their grounds and backings confirms that the analysis of argumentation 
describes elements in advice practice worthy of reflection. The reflections of con-
sultants and academic advisers give input to explore the applicability of Toulmin’s 
rhetorical concepts in more detail and develop his framework to fit the analysis of 
advice argumentation.  
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5.2 Claims in advice reports 

In advice reports conclusions tell clients what they can or should do, such as ac-
celerate growth, invest in research, or cut costs. Traditional ethos-following aca-
demic advice must be if-then advice such as, “if you cut costs, you will increase 
profit.” A traditional economist like Tinbergen would stipulate that the client state 
the desire to increase profitability and the academic adviser then tells how to reach 
that end. Only the client decides on the need for profitability; the academic ad-
viser should not discuss the objective. A consultant, however, does not follow this 
academic rule. His professional objective is not to be a neutral adviser but to help 
his client, as argued in the previous chapter. An economic consultant could say 
that he finds reason to cut costs without having the objective stated by the client. 
In both cases cutting costs is the recommendation, but their character is different. 
For the academic adviser it is the neutral identification of a means to reach a cli-
ent-stated end. The recommendation is more implicit, but she explicitly delivers 
the if-then relationship, the knowledge of a causal relationship. She makes the 
statement: “I know the means to reach your desired end. Give me your end, I will 
give you the means.” Her advice is instrumental. The consultant’s advice to cut 
costs is a normative statement. It suggests a course of action without a client-
stated objective based on his interpretation of client interests. The recommenda-
tion is explicit: “it is good for you to cut costs” or “you should cut costs.” As 
soon as academic advisers forget to present their advice as a means, their advice 
becomes normative as well. 

Brockriede and Ehninger (1960, p. 52) distinguish four different kinds of 
claims. Three of them are relevant to distinguish between the kinds of conclusions 
that can be made in the context of economic advice. The first is the designative 
claim, a positive statement which tells that something “is.” The claim is neutral 
with respect to values and fits the academic ethos. Scientific claims tell what is and 
are thus designative. The second is the evaluative claim, which is an appraisal based 
on a value judgment such as when consultants claim that costs are too high. The 
third advocative claim argues in favor of a course of action like cutting costs, which 
makes it an advice claim. Evaluative claims and advocative claims are usually not 
neutral with respect to values. The instrumental claim,” if you want A, do B,” is also 
considered an advice claim by traditional economists, but remains a designative 
claim because it only presents a causal relationship, a statement of fact. 

If the style of argumentation should cohere to professional ethos, then the ul-
timate claim of consultants should be an explicit advocative recommendation 
based on evaluative and designative claims. The claim of academic advisers should 
be instrumental if-then advice based on designative claims that establish a value-
free if-then relationship. They prefer to conclude what “is” where consultants are 
also willing to conclude what “ought to be.” Do practicing academic advisers fol-
low the approach of their self-reflections? Do they say that they are willing to pre-
sent evaluative and advocative claims as final conclusions? Helping clients with all 
the questions they struggle with would cohere to their ambition, as stated in the 
previous chapter. 
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The different claims can, however, have degrees of certainty. This qualifica-
tion is the modality of the claim, since modality is expressed in terms of certainty 
or probability. Given the differences between consultants and academic advisers, 
do they address the modality of the conclusion in the same way? Academic advis-
ers mentioning uncertainties explicitly would cohere to their ethos since it tells 
them that absolute certainty about what “is” is rare. Consultants, on the contrary, 
try to present the best course of action given the many uncertainties. Do practic-
ing consultants argue that it is not helpful to make their clients so uncertain that it 
will paralyze them? Do they say that they look for probabilities in order to find the 
best strategy to help their clients? 

The last question in this section is if consultants and academic advisers refer 
to the same kind of rebuttals. Rebuttals are counterarguments like exceptions or 
conditions that may undermine a conclusion if not taken care of. What kind of 
exceptions and conditions are addressed by consultants and academic advisers? 
We would expect that consultants, with their practical involvement and close cli-
ent relationship, would be more aware of practical conditions that should be satis-
fied to make a recommendation work, where academic advisers will likely focus 
on more general conditions that follow from their theoretical assumptions. 

 

Explicit or implicit advice as conclusion 

The proposition regarding advice claims is that consultants like explicit and tangi-
ble advice regarding means and ends, and academic advisers like to present useful 
information. In that case the advice, or what to do, remains implicit or is pre-
sented as instrumental advice. In other words, academic advisers prefer designa-
tive claims and consultants prefer advocative claims to present their advice. For 
example, consultants could recommend that an organization needs more flexibility 
and consequently recommend decentralization. Academics assume the client al-
ready knows the organization needs more flexibility and thus ask, “what should 
we do to increase the flexibility of our organization?” In that case the academic 
adviser can present three alternatives to help the organization realize the objective: 
decentralize, reorganize or outsource. He could also identify the most economic 
alternative, for example, “if you want more flexibility, outsourcing is the most ef-
ficient alternative.” How do practicing consultants and academic advisers reflect 
on this proposition, and how do they illustrate and legitimize the difference?  

Traditional academic advisers prefer to supply decision makers with the in-
formation they need to judge alternative policies (Robbins 1952, p. 38; Stiglitz 
1998, p. 52; Tinbergen 1956, p. 1). An academic adviser would have difficulties 
arguing in opposition to a client’s assignment. Academic ethos bars influencing or 
discussing the objectives behind the assignment. The client defines the knowledge 
needed; the adviser delivers it. 

Managers or policymakers have to make their own decisions based on the in-
formation they asked for. If decision makers are given useful information that 
meets the requirements of the assignment, but have no clue as to how to use it, a 
traditional academic economist who gives policy advice would not feel responsible 
to help. He only feels responsible for delivering the relevant causal relations that 
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determine the means to reach the desired end in if-then advice; it is the client’s 
responsibility to apply the knowledge to the situation. Frey and Eichenberger illus-
trate this academic attitude critically by referring to academic policy conclusions, 
which ‘are unspecific, short, not backed by empirical analysis and moreover rather unconnected 
to the wealth of theories previously expounded at length’ (1997, p. 36). 

Kieser also illustrates the academic attitude to deliver general knowledge that 
has to be applied by the client. Kieser (2002, p. 222) compared the rhetoric of aca-
demic advisers and consultants, concluding that academic advisers’ recommenda-
tions ‘can be very vague and general.’ If their recommendations are ‘as precise as those of 
consultants they necessarily over-interpret theory.’ Interpretation is a necessary part of con-
sulting and a way to help a client. Consultants interpret information from the per-
spective of the clients’ interests, their stakeholders, and the situation at hand. That 
kind of interpretation is in addition to theory and, in the ethos of a consultant, ex-
plicit and open to discussion. A client should be able to reject the interpretation 
and use it as inspiration to see a different one. Boonstra underlines this point, ar-
guing that it is an important part of the job of a consultant to ‘make things explicit’ 
(Boonstra 2001a, p. 254). Van Luijk calls it ‘transparence’ (2001, p. 266).  

A client is free to follow or ignore recommendations, and tangible advice that 
is not followed can incidentally give a helpful orientation. When consultants make 
the criteria for their evaluations explicit, clients can bring in other perspectives, or 
omit some criteria to legitimize their own decision. Rejected recommendations 
can help if the analytical preconditions and values underlying them are transparent 
and explicit. Hoebeke, a consultant, argues that client criticism is important. Cli-
ents’ critiques of recommendations are part of the process of acceptance, since it 
is part of the process of integrating the recommendations into their business, 
strategy, or frame of mind. Some uneasiness between consultant and client serves 
to see that the recommendations are taken seriously (Hoebeke 2001, p. 279). 

Advice leaves clients free to reject it, accept it, or draw another conclusion. 
The more explicit the recommendation, the easier it is to relate to it by (partly) ac-
cepting or rejecting it. Even if recommendations are accepted, consultants argue 
that a client has to transform advice into good advice, a process Feltmann calls 
‘poetic’ (2001, p. 140). The client has to regard the advice as helpful and good for 
the organization. Before poetic interaction can take place, the adviser has to sur-
prise or challenge the client to arouse creative participation (Feltmann 2001, p. 
149). The more explicit and transparent the advice, the easier this kind of interac-
tion is. 

Consultants state in their reflections on advice that some confrontation and 
difference of opinion between client and consultant is necessary to make advice 
effective. Some tension belongs to the process of acceptance. These statements 
are in opposition to academic advisers who intend to be neutral suppliers of useful 
information. Academic advisers want to present or apply useful theory, but do not 
want to discuss more than that. They refer to the benefits of specialization to le-
gitimize their focus on positive questions (Stiglitz 1998, p. 52). They acknowledge, 
however, that the degree of specialization cannot be like that of the pure academic 
(Bergeijk et al. 1997, p. 3; Frey and Eichenberger 1997, pp. 28-29), since highly 
specialized economic theory has little relevance in the context of policy advice. 
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The modality of claims 

Modality is the degree of likelihood or certainty attributed to a claim. Advice is the 
ultimate claim presented to clients and whatever it is can be more or less certain. 
The more certain a recommendation or conclusion is, the stronger the implica-
tions for action are. If an advocative claim is presented with uncertainty, the client 
may doubt acting on the recommendation. An uncertain designative claim could 
signal concern with the consequences of an alternative. What differences do aca-
demic advisers and consultants identify in their reflections on the certainty of 
claims?  

Stiglitz argues that policy advice based on economic science could improve by 
explicit recognition of uncertainties: ‘Too often, that has not been the case’ (1998, p. 39). 
Angner (2006, p. 18) contributes to the same proposition by addressing the over-
confidence of consulting economists. The quality of advice could improve by 
stressing uncertainties. Though these authors stress the importance of indicating 
the uncertainty of findings or predictions of academic advice, they also argue that 
academic advisers do not take this academic principle as seriously as they should. 

Consultants are trained to make judgments that focus more on the possible 
benefits of recommendations than on the certainty of the claims. They try to 
choose the best alternative given the likelihood of positive and negative effects, 
although the degree of certainty of most of these claims is too low to satisfy aca-
demic standards. Alvesson and Johansson (2002, p. 233) argue that consultants 
take pride in being professionals who ‘know better’ than the client. They see them-
selves as technical or process experts who help a client from a state of ‘uncertainty 
to a state of harmony and security’ (2002, p. 239). Fincham (1999, p. 339) even argues 
that consultants create a sense of uncertainty by addressing problems in order to 
get their solution better accepted. The solutions reduce the created uncertainty, 
which is what consultants have to offer. 

Sturdy (1997) argues likewise. He characterizes consulting as an insecure busi-
ness in which consultants help managers deal with insecurities by offering them a 
sense of control and creating new but controllable uncertainties (1997, p. 397). 
Consultants present themselves as confident, certain in their approach and “in 
control” in order to be of value to their clients, but Sturdy (1997, p. 405) questions 
this bravura. He assumes that consultants have to experience a feeling of uncer-
tainty themselves caused by the pressure to resolve so many uncertainties. That 
nicely illustrates the concerns of the academic. 

Van Baalen (2001) mentions uncertainty as a feature in the work domain of 
academic advisers and consultants. Strategies dealing with uncertainty are different 
for academic advisers and consultants. Academics look for assertions of general 
validity about management practice. If they cannot make assertions, they have to 
address the uncertainty. The consultant’s focus is instead on building a good repu-
tation (Van Baalen 2001, p. 70). As a consequence academics have little to say 
about something as uncertain and complex as management practice. Uncertainty 
conflicts with the general validity academics stand by, and so they often remain 
silent. Consultants can say more, as long as it does not harm their reputation. 
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Kieser (2002) agrees with Van Baalen. He argues that academics cannot give 
advice to reduce uncertainty or that strives to a state of harmony because they 
cannot believe in ‘unfailing recipes’ (Kieser 2002, p. 222). This expression of skepti-
cal ethos illustrates that academic advisers are uncertain about their own advice as 
well, supporting the expectation that their advice will be cautious and conservative 
compared to consultants. These characterizations of consultants and academic ad-
viser support the proposition that consultants focus more on the likelihood that 
their solutions reduce uncertainty, whereas academic advisers stress uncertainties. 
 

Different attention to rebuttals 

If conclusions or recommendations are rather certain, as academics prefer, their 
force can be limited by exceptions or necessary conditions that have to be satisfied 
to make the claim valid. Such exceptions and preconditions are the rebuttals in an 
argument. Many, like uncertainty, can weaken a claim. If the claim suggests a 
course of action, rebuttals can address situations like bad market conditions that 
would undermine the proposed strategy’s success. The claim is not weakened in 
terms of uncertainty, but in terms of rebuttals. Given the differences between 
consultants and academic advisers, we expect attention to rebuttals to be different 
as well. What does each profession consider the proper treatment of rebuttals? 

Argyris (1996) formulates explicit criticism of the robustness of the causalities 
and generalizations that are the result of scientific research. Practitioners like man-
agers and consultants often cannot apply academic theory due to the many inter-
fering rebuttals. Scientific results are not robust from a practical perspective. It 
makes many scientific generalizations useless, since too many preconditions can-
not be satisfied in a practical context. Scientific generalizations are only useful in 
the exceptional experimental situation where the causal relationship is found. Ar-
gyris argues that it is important for consultants and management scientists with 
ambition to explicitly say how the necessary preconditions can be realized in prac-
tice: ‘The generalizations should inform the user not only what is likely to happen under the spe-
cific conditions but how to create the conditions and actions in the first place’ (1996, p. 392). 

Schön also criticizes the academic model of technical rationality because of 
the many situations that may undermine the quality of resulting solutions: ‘Increas-
ingly we have become aware of the importance to actual practice of phenomena – complexity, un-
certainty, instability, uniqueness and value conflict – which do not fit the model of technical ra-
tionality’ (Schön 1983, p. 39). 

Unique situations do not follow general rules. They are the “exceptions” that 
can be addressed by a rebuttal. “Instability” can be rephrased as “changing cir-
cumstances,” which can undermine the applicability of a ceteris paribus theory 
and thus the quality of decisions that stem from the model. Schön is thus well 
aware that decisions in practice depend on the existence of rebuttals: ‘When profes-
sionals consider what road to build, for example, they deal usually with a complex and ill defined 
situation in which geographic, topological, financial, economic, and political issues are all mixed 
up together. Once they have somehow decided what road to build and go on to consider how best 
to build it, they may have a problem they can solve by the application of available techniques; but 
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when the road they have build leads unexpectedly to the destruction of a neighborhood, they may 
find themselves again in a situation of uncertainty’ (Schön 1983, p. 40). 

The argument that supports the conclusion to build a road could be com-
pleted with a rebuttal “unless it harms the neighborhood.” Evidence that the road 
will harm the neighborhood indeed weakens the conclusion to build it. Rebuttals 
often stem from “externalities” beyond the scope of one academic discipline. 
Consultants are trained to consider everything relevant, whatever discipline it be-
longs to. Economic consultants thus consider relevant political or social issues, 
even when they are not specialized in these fields. If these issues interfere with the 
economic principles that support their argument, they have to take them into ac-
count according to the standards illustrated by Schön. 

The criticisms presented by Argyris and Schön show that it is problematic for 
academic advisers to draw conclusions from academic theories, since many aca-
demic theories are found in exceptional experimental situations and do not con-
sider what is relevant in practical decision making. Room to improve advice based 
on academic theory by paying more attention to rebuttals is ample. Stiglitz (1998, 
p. 51) also stresses that academic advisers should mention factors that may un-
dermine an economic policy in advance, thus acknowledging the criticisms of Ar-
gyris and Schön.. Too often economic policy advisers make ex post rationaliza-
tions for the failures of a policy. Stiglitz claims that academic advisers can improve 
their advice by the explicit use of rebuttals. Angner adds to this argument that 
consulting economists should make their ceteris paribus conditions explicit. They 
can improve the quality of their advice by arguing why and when their conclusions 
may be wrong: ‘What would it take for their predictions not to come true? How many ways 
are there that things can go wrong?’ (Angner 2006, p. 18). 

Academics and consultants both argue that academic advice can improve by 
paying more attention to practical rebuttals. Argyris and Schön argue that consult-
ants are more accustomed to doing so. Academics are trained to focus on rebut-
tals that stem from theoretical limitations, but they fail to discuss ceteris paribus 
conditions sufficiently in their argument, probably because they do not belong to 
their domain of expertise. Consultants show more skepticism than academic ad-
visers regarding the use of academic theory in practice. Where their criticism is 
fundamental, academic advisers’ criticism is on the use of theories. 

 

5.3 Grounds or evidence to conclude from 

There are few situations in which a conclusion or advice can stand on its own. It 
would require absolute authority of the consultant or academic adviser. Advice 
reports, because they present the underlying research, pay attention to the argu-
mentation behind the recommendations. Grounds are the most direct support of 
a conclusion. They answer the question: ‘What have you got to go on?’ (Brockriede 
and Ehninger 1960, p. 45; section 3.1). Why follow the advice, for example, to cut 
costs, accelerate growth or invest in innovation? 

An adviser could argue that costs must be cut (claim) to increase profitability 
(ground) or a client has to accelerate sales (claim), if she considers it important for 
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the client, because it keeps or enlarges market share (ground). In another situation 
research and development is necessary (claim) to develop new products 
(grounds),. If the conclusion is presented first, words like “since,” “because of,” 
or “due to” follow. When grounds are presented first, words like “therefore” or 
“then” follow. Arrows between grounds and claims function as these connectors. 

Figure 5.1 presents the three grounds and claims presented above. These are 
arguments from effect to cause in a means-end relationship. It is an example of 
the causal argument that supports the instrumental if-then advice of economic ad-
visers in the academic tradition supported by Tinbergen. 
 
Figure 5.1: Grounds in an argument from effect to cause 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Means-end argumentation as well as other forms of advice argumentation can 
have a number of connected arguments that support and enrich the final advice. 
The character of these arguments can be diverse, identifying “how” costs can be 
reduced, “what” costs could be reduced, or “to what degree” cutting costs is ac-
ceptable. Rebuttals might be that development of new products stay within certain 
costs, or the “conditions” under which they have to be developed. Consultants 
could give arguments to support the objective to increase profitability, for exam-
ple, by referring to a competitor’s intention to increase profit. Claims can there-
fore be grounds and grounds can support other grounds in long chains of argu-
mentation. The longer the chain is, the deeper the argument. 

Grounds can be positive facts or values. Consider the statement: profitability 
depends on costs. It is based on positive facts, since costs and profit are depend-
ent by a universally accepted definition. The claim to cut costs based on the 
ground that costs are too high is different. The ground is then a value statement. 
If the claim is supported by both a factual argument and a value statement, the 
breadth of the argumentation increases. That happens when more grounds sup-
port a claim directly. How do consultants and academic advisers use these differ-
ent grounds and what preferences do they express regarding the breadth and 
depth of argumentation? 

 

Positive or theoretical statements 

The proposition based on the previous chapter is that consultants prefer grounds 
that are observable and experiential. They may include impressions, personal 
valuations and local or aesthetic knowledge. Academic advisers, on the contrary, 
prefer grounds that meet the criteria of scientific rigor. Do consultants and aca-

Ground
1. if you want to increase profitability
2. if you want to enlarge market share
3. if you want to develop new  products

Modal
Qualifier

Claim
1. cut costs
2. more sales
3. more R&D

Conditions of
exception or rebuttal
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1. if you want to increase profitability
2. if you want to enlarge market share
3. if you want to develop new  products
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Claim
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2. more sales
3. more R&D

Conditions of
exception or rebuttal
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demic advisers acknowledge these assumed preferences for grounds in their own 
reflections? It would imply that consultants and academic advisers not only give 
different kinds of advice, but also support their advice in quite different ways. 
 
Consultant facts or evidence 
Consultants are eager to produce “facts” to make their argument. They also pre-
sent their eagerness to support the quality and seriousness of their fact produc-
tion. Their use of the word fact is different from academics’, however. Van Eek-
elen and De Caluwé (1996, p. 312) found that consultants ‘produce and present facts’ 
when interacting with clients and consultants ‘structure information’ when doing 
deskwork. The authors identified these activities among others during a week of 
close observation of senior consultants. 

Consultant textbooks also address the issue of fact generation. Greiner and 
Metzger (1983, p. 31) stress that consultants’ knowledge skills should include the 
ability to generate valid questionnaires. They should also master different inter-
view techniques to generate knowledge. Greiner and Metzger even argue that con-
sultants should be informed about ongoing academic discussions. Twijnstra et al. 
(2002, p. 150) support Greiner and Metzger arguing that ‘good information is necessary’ 
to draw useful conclusions. Consultants often interview and read internal docu-
ments to inform themselves about the organization of a new client. Peter Block 
(2000, p. 189), Kubr (1978, p. 123) and Schein (1969, p. 97) also devote at least a 
chapter to the issue of the data gathering necessary to formulate recommendations 
or develop an intervention plan. 

Former McKinsey consultants Rasiel and Friga (2001, p. 50) stress the impor-
tance of facts as well. They argue that since the company’s inception in 1923 
McKinsey consultants have been obsessed with supporting advice with fact-based 
analysis. Rasiel and Friga claim that in most businesses the daily decisions lack rig-
orous fact-based support. Therefore consultants should support their claims by at 
least three good supporting facts (Rasiel and Friga 2001, p. 60), which is an argu-
ment for sufficient breadth of argument as well. The authors disapprove of look-
ing for data because they are interesting, calling it ‘playing around’ (Rasiel and Friga 
2001, p. 36). With this they argue against the research attitude of academic advis-
ers and the role of ‘mental adventurer’ as characterized by Nees and Greiner (1985, 
p. 77). 

Although consultants like facts, the way they produce them is different from 
academic practices. Fact production starts when consultants interact with clients, 
make observations, read documents, perform interviews, and the like. Academic 
researchers and consultants themselves consider this kind of fact production 
“quick-and-dirty.” Consultants legitimize their approach by the importance of 
having their grounds in time (Rasiel and Friga 2001, pp. 37-38). With this ap-
proach they can talk about everything. They do not restrict themselves to a certain 
branch of expertise or if they do, the boundaries are much wider than academic 
specialization based on rigorous fact production. Compared to academic advisers 
they prefer a generalist approach, drawing arguments from many fields. The rele-
vance of knowledge is much more important than rigor, as argued in the previous 
chapter. 
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Facts that support academic advice 
The traditional positivist approach generates facts by controlled observation. Re-
search generates hypotheses first and tests them second (In ‘t Veld and Verhey 
2000, p. 120). Academic advisers practice this traditional approach, which is their 
comparative advantage over consultants. Their strength is that they are better 
trained in gathering data and performing statistical tests. Having more time for 
reading and more sound theoretical knowledge within their academic specializa-
tion is advantageous to developing hypotheses. The disadvantage of this academic 
approach is that life must wait till scientific facts are produced. Because scientific 
fact production takes so much time, academic advisers produce fewer facts than 
consultants. A second disadvantage is that academic advisers have fewer possibili-
ties to look for inconsistencies by comparing the results form different sources of 
knowledge. Consultants can better triangulate knowledge because they accept 
more sources as valuable such as their own research, experience, observation, their 
clients views and their professional intuition. 

Some academic advisers with post-positivist sympathies show respect for non-
scientific experts like consultants. They acknowledge that the traditional academic 
adviser is hampered by the limitations of the positivist/modernist approach. 
Knowledge of non-scientific experts can be used in comparison with a traditional 
scientific approach. Likewise consultants compare the findings from question-
naires or interviews with views expressed at expert meetings for better confidence 
in their research. They like to discuss their ideas with anyone who knows some-
thing about the subject, be it by direct experience or expertise. In ‘t Veld and Ver-
hey (2000, p. 122) argue that this is an approach academic advisers should also 
use, but it implies a shift from scientific testing to social or ‘democratic’ control in-
spired by concepts like ‘lay knowledge’ and ‘citizen science.’  

The more skeptical academic advisers argue that pure facts rarely exist within 
social reality, referring to stakeholders’ interests, client relationships, and value-
influenced research questions. Frissen (2000, p. 59) argues that it is mere rhetoric 
to claim that facts are objective in the context of advice. Presenting statements as 
facts has strategic value. In that sense academic advisers have more authority than 
consultants, a strategic advantage in “fact” production. According to Frissen facts 
never can be considered as truly objective, since research covers only a small piece 
of reality. Frissen is also skeptical of the use of lay knowledge or knowledge by 
experience in political discussions, since it has a lower status than scientific knowl-
edge in knowledge negotiations. 

Academic advisers are aware of their better reputation regarding fact produc-
tion. Traditional academic advisers and skeptics like Frissen consider their own 
results stronger, however, than the fashionable, broad, superficial knowledge of 
consultants. The traditional belief in specialized and well grounded scientific fact 
production is nonetheless contested by post-positivists. An academic adviser like 
In ‘t Veld who works with consultants gives them credit for their more generalist 
and common sense-based approach, which takes arguments from many fields. 
Consultants thus prefer breadth of argument. Though the positivist academic tra-
dition has somewhat eroded, academic advisers still prefer depth of argument, be-
lieving that their specialized approach is better grounded and more convincing. 
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Normative statements and personal valuations  

Advisers can be asked to develop alternatives in the form of, for example, strate-
gies or policy options. These alternatives have to be valued on various norms or 
criteria. Norm setting and valuation with help of these norms are thus part of pol-
icy arguments (Majone 1989, pp. 23-28). The assessments of alternatives serve as 
grounds in an argument to identify the best alternative. How do academic advisers 
respond to the requirement to assess alternatives, seeing that the activity should be 
left to clients according to their ethos? How do consultants reflect on this aspect? 
 
Some examples of consultant valuation 
A SWOT analysis requires valuation: the internal analysis assesses strengths and 
weaknesses (SW) and the external analysis identifies opportunities and threats 
(OT). Both activities imply valuation. The confrontation phase has valuations too: 
deciding whether the strengths can be used to realize opportunities and whether 
weaknesses have to be repaired to defuse the threats. Kubr (1978, pp. 150-156) 
argues that these valuations can be personal and subjective, as well as based on 
some kind of measurement. 

Minto (1995, p. 164) refers to valuations in examples of consultant assign-
ments. She mentions the valuations ‘not adequate’ or ‘should be updated’ regarding an 
information system. It illustrates the kind of normative statements that support an 
advice claim. The normative statement must motivate a client to repair something 
that is inadequate. Some consultants stress arousing a sense of urgency in order to 
motivate change. De Caluwé and Witteveen (2001b, p. 11) claim that consultants 
try to arouse the right ‘emotion’ by ‘exaggeration,’ ‘distortion’ or ‘mercilessly’ confronting 
clients with their limitations. To argue that something is a “limitation” requires a 
normative statement in which a capacity is valued as insufficient. “Exaggeration” 
and “distortion” can be used to show that a situation does not meet the norms 
required for a successful performance. Without exaggeration a client can deny 
problems that the consultant believes deserve attention. Using Habermas’s catego-
rization, these are aesthetic discussions based on local norms and values as long as 
they are professional and not personal. Criticisms that address personal integrity, 
credibility or authenticity are therapeutic in Habermas’ classification. 
 
No valuation by academic advisers 

Traditional academic advisers can investigate the economic means to solve cli-
ent-identified problems, but do not define objectives or identify problems because 
it would require normative judgments; that is the client’s task. Academic advisers 
like Blaug or Peacock are critical about this traditional neutral and instrumental 
approach, but have not yet developed an academic alternative to formulate or dis-
cuss valuations critically. Their argument implies that such a method should be 
developed in economic consulting (Blaug 1980, pp. 133; 150-152), and that aca-
demic advisers are in a position to do so. Some academic advisers even fear losing 
credibility if they cannot discuss values and assessments (Peacock 1992, p. 1217). 
In the context of assignments they thus feel that the activity is required, but it 
conflicts with their traditional academic approach. 
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5.4 Warrants that support normative or positive conclusions 

Warrants are statements that confirm or support the connection between grounds 
and conclusions (section 3.1). Distinguishing grounds and warrants, however, can 
be hard: similar statements can serve as either ground or warrant (Van Eemeren 
and Grootendorst 1992, p. 4). The warrant answers the question: ‘How do you get 
there?’ (Brockriede and Ehninger 1960, p. 45) or “How do you get from your 
grounds to your conclusion?” “What makes your grounds relevant to the conclu-
sion?” If the argument is that research and development can contribute to product 
development, the warrant guarantees that research and development contributes 
to product development. Common sense, theory, or specific research shows there 
is a causal relation between the two. In a classic example, the claim “Socrates is 
mortal” has the grounds “Socrates is a human being.” That will satisfy most of us. 
To make the soundness of the grounds explicit, we add “Human beings are mor-
tal.” That is a warrant since it makes explicit that Socrates belongs to the class of 
“mortal human beings”. 

There are different ways to connect grounds and claims because not all war-
rants can support all kinds of claims. Table 5.1 from Brockriede and Ehninger 
gives an overview of eight popular warrants in relation to the kind of claim they 
can support. The columns give the kind of claims, the rows the kind of warrants. 
An explanation of the warrants follows the table. 
 
Table 5.1: Warrants that can support normative or positive claims 

Claims: Designative  Definitive  Evaluative  Advocative  

Substantive warrant     

A. Cause X    

B. Sign X    

C. Generalization X  X  

D. Parallel case X X X X 

E. Analogy X X X X 

F. Classification X  X  

Authoritative warrant X X X X 

Motivational warrant   X X 

Source: Brockriede and Ehninger (1960, p. 53) 
 
Consultants are accustomed to advocative claims with which they can tell what a 
client should do. That kind of claim identifies the character of recommendations. 
Consultants also use evaluative claims when they appraise worth, identify prob-
lems or assess opportunities, threats, strengths, weaknesses, etc. Designative 
claims are the academics’ or scientists’ specialty; they state what the case is. Con-
sultants also make these claims as result of their analysis, but within a more com-
mon sense approach. Definitive claims are rare in the context of advice, because 
definitions are used but hardly established in applied research. 

Warrants characterize the argument. The argument from cause is illustrated in 
the previously stated means-end argumentation: “You need R&D if you want to 
develop new products.” An argument from sign is a symptom of some deeper at-
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tribute. A high body temperature is a sign of fever, but raving can also be such a 
sign. Rieke and Sillars (2001, pp. 163-164) argue that theoretical constructs like 
‘fear’ or ‘attitude’ cannot be observed. Therefore it is necessary to refer to signs. 
They mention increased heart rate as a sign of ‘residual arousal to enjoyment,’ and refer 
to survey research where the sample is a sign for the whole population. What 
Brockriede and Ehninger call an argument from generalization is also known as the 
argument from induction. The warrant states that many indications of a rule estab-
lish the conclusion that there is a rule. The argument from classification works the 
other way round, and is also known as deductive argument. In the Socrates argu-
ment, it is argued that Socrates belongs to the class of human beings. The warrant 
states that all human beings are all mortal. This general characteristic thus also ap-
plies to Socrates. The arguments from parallel case and analogy are similar. In the 
parallel case similar events or situations give rise to the expectation that what hap-
pened in the first case will happen in the second case. The argument by analogy is 
not historical but refers to common relationships between two pairs of items. Not 
everyone distinguishes parallel case from analogy. Van Eemeren and Grooten-
dorst (1992, p. 97) subsume parallel case under analogy. These six warrants are 
substantive warrants, addressing characteristics of the outside world. The arguments 
are mostly and sometimes exclusively used to support designative claims.  

The second type of warrant is authoritative, referring to the source of the 
ground for a conclusion, as in the argument from authority. Its strength is closely 
connected to the ethos of the source or author. This argument is normative if it 
supports evaluative or advocative claims, but can be used to claim the truth of an 
observation or to legitimize a definition. The argument from authority has the 
same broad application as the arguments from analogy and parallel case: they can 
support every kind of claim. The argument by authority is problematic in an aca-
demic context, but consultants often refer to expert opinions. 

The third type of warrant is motivational, referring to values, desires or interests 
of the audience. The argument is closely connected to pathos and is always nor-
mative since it can only support evaluative or advocative claims. It is popular 
among consultants, but forbidden for traditional academic advisers when motiva-
tions are local or personal. Only in the case that the values or criteria in an argu-
ment are uncontroversial academics feel free to apply this kind of argument. 

The list of warrants identified by Brockriede and Ehninger is not exhaustive. 
Benson, Curley and Smith (1995, p. 1646) refer to it, but go more into detail and 
choose a slightly different categorization. Perelman (1982) distinguishes over 25 
different types of arguments, which partly overlap with the categorization by 
Brockriede and Ehninger. Neutelings (1996, p. 198) and Schellens (1985, pp. 68-
70) use a somewhat different taxonomy of arguments, arguing that it is relevant to 
distinguish pragmatic arguments and arguments from example since they are often 
used in practice. 

A pragmatic argument is complex. It identifies alternatives, estimates effects 
of the alternatives, evaluates consequences, and concludes which alternative is 
most desirable. It integrates designative statements based on argument from cause 
(effects of alternatives) with evaluative statements (attractiveness of alternatives) 
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and advocative claims (the recommended alternative). This kind of argument of-
ten supports decision making. Figure 5.2 illustrates three kinds of warrants. 
 
Figure 5.2: Warrants in an argument 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
In figure 5.2 the warrant that “urgent needs deserve attention” supports an advo-
cative claim to give care. The warrant is a motivational argument since it refers to 
what we consider important. The second claim is evaluative: an objective (ground) 
is appraised as “good” since an authoritative argument legitimates the objective. 
The profession of economists is the authority. The last example refers to causality 
in an instrumental means-end advice. 

Because consultants are accustomed to appraising situations and suggesting 
objectives, and academic advisers prefer only positive statements, we expect them 
to use different warrants. Since “positive” or “neutral” claims belong to academ-
ics’ field of research (Johnson and Duberley 2003, p. 37), they will use warrants 
that help establish designative claims, which excludes the motivational argument. 
We would expect academic advisers to refer often to arguments from cause since 
they can be based on theory. 

We would expect consultants to often use the motivational argument in order 
to support advocative claims. They will more often use arguments from authority 
(expert guess) to support positive statements. These warrants will not satisfy aca-
demic advisers because they do not provide the certainty needed to make their 
contribution to decision making “scientific.”  
 

Warrants that support positive claims in advice 

Positive warrants establish positive or designative claims. The six substantive war-
rants from Brockriede and Ehninger and the argument from authority can serve 
this purpose. Positive warrants can help explain and predict what the case is. 
Causal warrants and arguments from sign can serve no other purpose. These war-
rants can refer to simple relations, but also to complex relations that are part of a 
theoretical model. Explaining “why” something happened or “how” actions can 
be changed to reach a goal can be based on causality as well. 

Warrants preferred by academics are the argument from cause, the argument 
based on induction (argument from generalization), the argument based on deduc-

Ground
1. There is an urgent need for care
2. Firms should aim at competitive advantage
3. If you want to increase profitability

Modal
Qualifier

Claim
1. Give care
2. Good objective
3. Cut costs

Conditions of
exception or rebuttal
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1. Urgent needs deserve attention (motive)
2. Economists tell to do so (authority)
3. Cost reduction increases profitability (cause)
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tion (argument from classification), and the argument from sign, which is often 
used in the social and human sciences (Rieke and Sillars 2001, p. 160). Warrants 
like the argument from parallel case or from analogy and even the argument from 
authority are used with knowledge that is difficult to grasp. These arguments can 
be problematic in a scientific context. Consultants are less critical with respect to 
the scientific character of warrants. They have more a rhetorical or pragmatic 
point of view and use the arguments they consider most convincing. Do consult-
ants and academic advisers make these attitudes explicit in their reflections? 
 
Consultant use of positive warrants 
Consultants can use economic or management theory as a point of departure for 
the analysis of a case that requires advice. Like Morgan (1986), Twijnstra et al. 
(2002, pp. 154-156) argue that consultants should use and compare many theoreti-
cal models, because there is ‘no universal model or theory’ to support advice claims. 
The complexity of advice has to do with the many interdependent causal relations 
that characterize social phenomena as well as the many interests and interpreta-
tions of the parties involved. Consultants should thus analyze their material from 
different perspectives to interpret their cases.  

Consultants have no ambition to develop theory that meets academic stan-
dards; they consider them unhelpful in practice. De Caluwé and Witteveen stress 
that consultants are confronted with a reality that is too dynamic and too complex 
to develop advanced and general theories. They characterize them as ‘minimal users’ 
of theory. If consultants use what they consider theory, their simple models are 
minimal theories as well (De Caluwé and Witteveen 2001b, p. 15). 

Feltmann (1984, p. 72) aims at developing a ‘practice-theory,’ which is less gen-
eral than academic theory, but still a helpful characterization of the reality consult-
ants have to cope with. Consultant theories are models like the BCG (Boston 
Consulting Group) matrix  or the 7S model developed by McKinsey (Peters and 
Waterman 1984, p. 10). A book published by the Dutch consulting firm Beren-
schot presents 60 management models in consultant style (Ten Have et al. 2004). 
These models do not claim the kind of validity of academic theory, although many 
of them are also presented in international academic management textbooks like 
Johnson and Scholes (2002) or Keuning and Eppink (2004) written for the Dutch 
market.  

Consultant models claim to summarize the most important aspects of an or-
ganization. The models often have the character of a checklist that has to be filled 
with data from an organization. They enable an argument from parallel case, since 
they summarize experiences with relevant aspects of an organization or market, 
which will be relevant in new cases as well. The argument from parallel case also 
applies when consultants refer to best practices and benchmarking. If they de-
velop models they use the argument from example based on different experiences, 
but not necessarily large samples to support a generalization. The argument from 
sign applies when consultants make a ‘diagnosis’ based on signs (Twijnstra et al. 
2002, p. 156). The warrants of consultants prefer are therefore close to observa-
tion and experience. 
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Rasiel and Friga (2001, p. 38) address the limited use of theoretical models 
that meet academic standards. ‘Business,’ they argue, ‘is no exact discipline like physics.’ 
Therefore ‘a scientific level of exactitude is even counterproductive for management decisions.’ 
The reason is that too many interdependent variables are involved. Indeed, exact 
modeling of parts of the economic world is impossible. Rasiel and Friga argue that 
such pretensions are misleading. As a consequence scientific models that discuss 
single economic causalities are of little use. 

Academics reflecting on the profession of consultants share this vision. They 
point to the limited relevance of academic theory in the practice of consulting. 
Majone (1989, p. 3) argues that many questions relevant to consultants are even 
unanswerable by science; they are trans-scientific. He also criticizes the ambition 
of very high standards of precision as a pitfall (1989, p. 59), like Rasiel and Friga. 
McKinsey consultants like Rasiel and Friga would probably be most in favor of 
the use of scientific models, since McKinsey prefers consultants with a PhD in 
physics or other natural science. McKinsey also is a proponent of “expert” con-
sulting, but even these well educated consultants consider scientific standards 
problematic in the context of consulting. 

Weggeman mentions three reasons that explain why scientific theory is of lim-
ited use for consultants: (1) consultants are not consulted when academics develop 
their theories; (2) the theories that academics develop are too simple to be helpful 
in the complex practical contexts of consulting; and (3) there is much evidence 
that the more rigorous academic theories add little to the understanding of con-
sultants, because the results are so trivial (Weggeman 2001, pp. 111-2). Weggeman 
acknowledges the relevance of concepts like Porter’s five forces influencing the 
degree of competition in a market, Kotler’s marketing P’s, and the BCG Matrix in 
consulting. They are useful ‘memory aids’ and consultants use them to give their 
work a touch of objectivity, a means of legitimization. They can argue that one of 
the P’s (product, place, price or promotion) needs more attention. If not, it will 
“cause” bad marketing and lower sales. Weggeman describes the consultant posi-
tion as devoted to practical relevance. As a consequence consultants often con-
sider the use of more advanced academic theory ‘a waste of time’ (Weggeman 2001, 
pp. 114-6). Boonstra adds that applied economic research is too abstract or 
‘highbrow’ for consultants. Therefore it is not applicable in a real debate with a cli-
ent. Experience offers better arguments than theoretical knowledge (Boonstra 
2001a, pp. 252-3). 

Consultants thus are skeptical of using academic theory in an argument from 
cause. They use the argument, but not based on sophisticated academic theory. 
The criticisms fit Argyris’s position (1996) in the discussion on rebuttals. Consult-
ants do not take the validity of academic theories for granted (Argyris 1996, p. 
393). They prefer causalities that are evident or understandable from a common 
sense perspective. Only in special cases will they refer to basic academic theories 
to assume causality. Academic advisers apply the strategy to some extent, but in a 
less extreme form. They rarely apply all kinds of sophisticated academic theory, 
sticking to core theory of first-year economics (Frey and Eichenberger 1997, pp. 
18; 27). 
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Positive warrants and the criteria of academic advisers 
Academic advisers who were members of the Dutch “Overlegcommissie Verkennin-
gen” claim that fundamental economic knowledge is used often in applied eco-
nomic research and academic advice. The “Overlegcommissie Verkenningen” is tasked 
with evaluating the quality of applied economic research in the Netherlands. They 
consider the value of fundamental economic research as ‘self evident’ (Overlegcommis-
sie Verkenningen 1996, p. 24). They do not give this claim empirical support and the 
truth of it is questionable in the view of consultants and critical academics like Ar-
gyris or Majone. Nevertheless, academics with an interest in applied (business) 
economic research prefer advanced mathematical modeling, are more familiar 
with sophisticated statistical tests in empirical research and like theoretical reflec-
tion (Kieser 2002, p. 209; Portes 1997, pp. 49-50; Weggeman 2001, p. 211). 

Consultants with an interest in academic methodology criticize that kind of 
academic research in the context of advice because most of the generalizations 
academics produce are not ‘actionable’ (Argyris 1996, p. 392). Ten Bos (2001, p. 29) 
argues that academic theories are not fashionable, which implies that they stay too 
far away from the dynamics on the ‘surface’ of economic realities. He claims that 
academics suffer from their focus on the universal validity of theories.  

Academic advisers on the contrary are dissatisfied with the minimal-theory 
approach of consultants because of their theoretical standards. They acknowledge 
that economic reality is complex and argue it has to do with the many causal rela-
tions in social science. This complexity takes time to disentangle. Academics strive 
nevertheless to develop and apply theory since they believe it contributes to the 
literal or true description of some economic reality (Kieser 2002, p. 215). Consult-
ants are far more skeptical in that respect. 

Although the opposition between consultants and academic advisers with re-
spect to their use of theory as part of an argument is illustrated in international 
literature, Weggeman argues that the extreme difference in consultants’ and aca-
demics’ direction and the rarity of successful cooperation are Dutch phenomena. 
He mentions leading academics and successful consultants like Fayol, Sloan, 
D’aveni, Davenport, Ghoshal, Hamal, Porter, Prahalad, Senge and Tichy. He also 
cites intense cooperation between universities and consulting firms like Stanford 
and MIT in the US (Weggeman 2001, p. 108). He argues that it is not necessary 
for the worlds to be so different and that they can benefit from each other. 

Jacquemin (1997) also gives many examples of economists successfully in-
volved in antitrust cases. They influence the debate about concerted practices and 
mergers with economic theory. Many of them acknowledge, however, that eco-
nomic models alone should not be used to make a decision. Jacquemin (1997, p. 
132) therefore concludes that economic ‘”experts” involved in a case are expected to be 
modest.’ A workable approach means ‘combining “science” and pragmatism, relying on pre-
sumptions and shortcuts that reflect current economic knowledge and beliefs.’ Although aca-
demic advisers stress the relevance and impact of economic theory in practice, 
they acknowledge that these theoretical arguments need to be embedded in a 
more pragmatic and common sense understanding of what happens in economic 
reality. 
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There is some debate about how advanced academic theory can be and still 
remain applicable in practice. Frey and Eichenberger (1997, p. 18) argue that it is 
only first-year economics. Portes (1997, p. 51) disagrees, by arguing that practice 
often demands specialized and tailor-made theories. With respect to warrants the 
consequence of the academic approach is that academics prefer to support desig-
native claims with facts embedded in solid theoretical warrants, be it first-year the-
ory or more specialized or advanced theory. Some academics thus acknowledge 
that their theory do not cover all client questions. They have no official answers to 
how to treat the realm of unanswered questions, but it seems they modestly accept 
the pragmatism of their clients. Maybe some are even willing to adapt to the direc-
tion of the pragmatic consultant approaches. That strategy, however, has yet to 
enter their reflections. 
 

Motivational warrants in advice 

Motivational warrants are those that refer to values, norms, criteria, motivations, 
desires, interests, and so on in order to support a claim. A situation is judged or 
assessed as problematic or undesirable to argue for change. Evaluative judgments 
like “there is an urgent need for change” or “efficiency is too low” can support 
recommendations. That is on behalf of motivational arguments like “low effi-
ciency has to be repaired” or “a need for change has to be answered by a change.” 
These normative rules can be applied in a motivational argument, but they often 
remain implicit. If the argument is that efficiency is too low, the conclusion that 
change is needed seems obvious, since low efficiency conflicts with profitability. 
The conclusion is then implicitly supported by a motivational argument. Explicit 
use of motivational warrants fits a consultant’s ethos, but not the domain of the 
traditional academic adviser. Can they use them implicitly? How do the profes-
sions reflect on their use of or need for motivational warrants? 
 
Consultants use norms, values, and motives as warrant 
Twijnstra et al. (2002, p. 165) mention evaluation after the activities analysis, diag-
nosis and identification of alternatives. Given the effects of each alternative, one 
can be valued as the best because it meets the most important preferences of the 
client. Evaluative claims can be supported by motivational arguments in the proc-
ess of giving advice. They refer to norms, criteria or interests to judge alternatives 
as better or worse. The second case is when consultants give advice, again with 
reference to the interests of the client. 

Johnson and Scholes (2002, pp. 15-20) describe strategic management simi-
larly. In their textbook on corporate strategy they identify three steps of ‘strategic 
choice.’ The first step is to formulate the norms to judge a strategy; the second is 
the identification of alternatives or strategic options; the third is the evaluation of 
the options by means of the norms. The first step identifies the warrant in the mo-
tivational argument; it states what is desirable. The third step concludes by assess-
ing the identified alternatives with the help of criteria from step one. 

Minto argues that consultants should for the most part use normative argu-
ments implicitly, since it is boring for a client to read about well-known principles 
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and norms. Therefore she makes an argument for their implicit use. Low level 
sub-subsections are the best place in a report to make norms and criteria or values 
explicit when they are subject of discussion (1995, p. 70). She gives many exam-
ples of evaluative statements in her book to indicate that there are problems in an 
organization like: ‘more time required … wrong frequencies … wrong activities’ (1995, pp. 
139-140). These statements imply criteria to judge the frequencies or activities. 

Rasiel and Friga (2001, p. 96), former McKinsey consultants like Minto, write 
about a ‘touchstone’ for consultants. Consultants have to judge alternatives against 
the ‘CEO-focus.’ Recommended actions should be valued by criteria like the pay-
off and the commitments of time, energy, and resources, for example. The best 
alternative should help to reach the goals of a CEO. 

Within academic debates about consultants, normative arguments and valua-
tions are seldom discussed. From an academic point of view Bloomfield and 
Danieli (1995, p. 29) mention discussing norms in one sentence, which is more 
than most other academics. They claim that clients and consultants discuss ‘norma-
tive assertions about what should be done’ during an assignment. Rude (2004, pp. 280-
282) adds the observation that consultants’ reports aiming at policy change con-
tain more prescriptive suggestions than academics’ reports. Scientific ethos values 
‘information over argument’ and ‘science over advocacy’ (Rude 2004, p. 279). 
 
Academic advisers avoid the use of motivational warrants 
If academic advisers use motivational arguments in economic advice they only ‘pay 
respect to the preferences’ of their client (Overlegcommissie Verkenningen 1996, p. 23). They 
do not critically discuss these preferences to influence them in a direction they 
perceive more appropriate. They remain neutral in this respect, as advocated by 
traditional academic economists like Hennipman (1977, p. 89), Robbins (1952, p. 
150), and Tinbergen (1956, p. 1). Academic advisers use client preferences or ob-
jectives as argument inputs. They look for arguments and theories relevant to the 
preferences or objectives, since the data and theories have to fit the client’s inter-
est. They keep their neutral position of knowledge providers, however. 

In ‘t Veld and Verhey support the neutral academic position in academic ad-
vice, acknowledging that ‘values’ may only influence the demand for and use of 
knowledge by clients (2000, pp. 114-115). Clients are thus in the position to ask 
academic advisers to support specific conclusions with more evidence. Clients 
may also ask an academic adviser to discuss or criticize the claims or conclusions 
they do not like. Academic advisers may defend positions in which values, norms 
and motives of their client dominate, but they have to take the preferences as 
given. The client has to define the research question. This advice fits the ‘purchaser-
provider model’ (Pellegrinelli 2002, p. 344) but has problematic aspects and even 
conflicts with a truly neutral approach, because academics cannot criticize unbal-
anced client valuation or strategic definitions of a research question for example. 

A tension that can result from a strictly neutral attitude with respect to values, 
interests and motives can be found in the case presented by Czarniawska (2001). 
She gives a personal account of a situation in which she was asked to give advice, 
but it was not appreciated. After this experience she reflected on her work as aca-
demic adviser, which gives us the opportunity to analyze her approach. 
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In her reflections Czarniawska tells that she presented in her report exactly 
what the client had already done, but in a way that provoked anger. She was insen-
sitive to the client’s concerns and did not integrate these values in her report. Her 
advice was that the client present a more Western, business-minded, modern ‘im-
age’ in communicating with clients – precisely what client had seriously tried to do. 
Czarniawska’s presentation was too ‘frivolous’ and ‘not serious enough’ according to 
her client. The client felt as if his real concerns about errors in the structure of the 
organization were not taken seriously. The client also needed good arguments 
with respect to problems with their stakeholder relationships (2001, p. 262). 

Czarniawska did not want to go beyond the existing situation in her advice on 
communication, but she analyzed the communication process from a perspective 
the client was unfamiliar with. She did not make recommendations that opened up 
new directions or new alternatives for action. That activity was left to the client. 
Her analysis was a descriptive reconstruction of existing practices. She left it to the 
client to find his own way after this reconstruction. Although Czarniawska’s ap-
proach was postmodernist or constructionist (as she characterizes it), it fits the 
model of academic advice in one respect: a neutral, descriptive investigation of a 
situation as it is, not as it should be. Czarniawska’s approach of academic advice 
was insensitive or neutral to valuation, and even explicitly unwilling in this respect. 
However, Czarniawska did not listen carefully to the client, as expected in the pur-
chase model. She did not discuss the structure of the organization, which was an 
explicit demand generated by the problems her client had to face. 

Traditional academic advisers are willing to deliver useful knowledge like eco-
nomic causalities toward desired ends in economic if-then advice, but nothing 
more. Postmodernist academic advisers accept more techniques to explore a situa-
tion like consultants do, but still remain neutral researchers as Czarniawska dem-
onstrates. They are not advisers in the common sense of the word. 

The neutral approach of academics is problematic in practice. Clients have 
many opportunities to undermine the neutral contribution of academic advisers, 
and we could even expect academics to be vulnerable to some of these manipula-
tions. Clients can ask to focus on the uncertainties that can undermine a painful 
conclusion. They can also ask for research that supports a contested conclusion. 
Both activities fit academic ethos, but if an assignment is thus defined, academic 
advisers are trapped by their narrow focus. If clients feel uncomfortable with 
some findings they can demand that advisers ignore them. In ‘t Veld and Verhey 
(2000, pp. 114-115) claim that this process of ignoring results often starts after the 
process of knowledge production. Frissen (2000, p. 59) argues that it starts with 
the definition and the redefinition of assignments. Köbben and Tromp (1999, p. 
16) argue that these debates arise the moment academic advisers try to publish. 

Academic advisers prefer to be knowledge workers, rather than value debat-
ers. They consider discussing normative issues another profession. They prefer the 
division of labor that enables them to concentrate on knowledge production. 
Norms, preferences, and objectives can only be input in academic advisers’ “if-
then” advice. The usefulness of distinguishing between means and ends, ore posi-
tive and normative questions was earlier criticized by authors like Anderson 
(1983), Clark and Majone (1985), Majone (1989) Kirzner (1976), and Weinberg 
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(1972). Given these tensions between the positive science ideal and the demands 
of practice, how do academic advisers argue in their reports? Can they make the 
distinction between the values of their client on the one hand and their own posi-
tive research on the other hand? We have to remind these questions, in order to 
discuss them in the next two chapters. 
 

Advice as pragmatic argumentation 

Micro-arguments can be characterized as motivational arguments, arguments by 
authority, or one of the substantive arguments. These characterizations do not ad-
dress the complex character of advice argumentation, in which several micro-
arguments are connected. The pragmatic argument, identified by Schellens (1985, 
pp. 175-177) and Neutelings (1996, pp. 214-215) has the structure of a complex 
advice argument. A pragmatic argument identifies the best alternative of possible 
actions, the backbone of many advice and decision processes. In this argument 
different claims are established. The argument can serve as framework to indicate 
where in the decision making process consultants and academic advisers contrib-
ute with their advice. 

The following claims are partly based on Schellens (1985, pp. 175-177), Neu-
telings (1996, pp. 214-215), and Brockriede and Ehninger (1960, p. 53). Some re-
quire extensive support: 
- the motivation for the choice of the end (advocative); 
- the motivation for the choice of alternatives that have to be considered in 

more detail (advocative); 
- the identification of the effects of the alternatives (designative); 
- the identification of alternatives that may help reach the end (designative); 
- the identification of the feasibility of the alternatives (evaluative); 
- the evaluation of the legal and moral acceptability of alternatives (evaluative); 
- the evaluation of advantages and disadvantages of the effects of the alterna-

tives (evaluative); 
- the selection of alternatives that meet necessary criteria like effectiveness, fea-

sibility, acceptability, and a positive result of advantages versus disadvantages 
(evaluative); 

- the choice of the best qualified alternative (advocative). 
 

If a client has to consider different alternatives of action, academic advisers can 
help with some steps in the argument. They can predict consequences of the al-
ternatives by means of the causal relations that are implied in relevant economic 
or social science theories. They can also determine whether the effects are suffi-
cient to reach the proposed end. They can talk about the feasibility of the alterna-
tives and the legal acceptability, as long as evaluation criteria are not involved. By 
means of these academic contributions clients can improve the quality of their 
own decisions. That is how academic advisers will legitimize that their advice con-
tributes to the decision making process.  

Consultants are willing to contribute to all elements of the pragmatic argu-
ment. They can estimate the effects of alternatives although they may show less 
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theoretical sophistication than academic advisers. They can establish and discuss 
evaluative claims, and apply those that seem most appropriate given the multiple 
preferences of their client. They can discuss advocative claims by defending or 
criticizing the assumed end or the choice of best alternative. Consultants can inte-
grate all positive and normative arguments in an overarching pragmatic argument 
that results in advice. It is the client who makes the decision, but they can formu-
late explicit advice regarding a specific decision. 

 

5.5 Backings that support normative and positive arguments 

Grounds and warrants are arguments that can have either a positive or normative 
character. It may be necessary to back the truth of these arguments to make rec-
ommendations more convincing. If the grounds are data, how are they measured? 
If the warrant is a causal relation, does it refer to a supporting theory? Toulmin 
introduced the concept of backing as a field-dependent support for warrants. As 
argued in section 3.2, there are many reasons for the backing of grounds as well. 
Criticism of either statement in an argument as untrue or unacceptable can be pre-
vented by a backing. The kind of backing needed to argue for the acceptability of 
warrants or grounds depends on the character of the statements, which can be 
normative or positive. Figure 5.3 illustrates some backings. 
 
Figure 5.3: Backings in an argument 
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more or less acceptable to specific groups like managers, consultants, and academ-
ics within certain disciplines.  

The discussion about the backing of arguments is methodological. How can a 
positive statement about the world be labeled adequate or “true”? When can a 
normative statement be considered “acceptable” in the context of a specific as-
signment? A backing can be the reference to techniques of measurement, the size 
and quality of the sample, the quality of the research method, the method of ob-
servation, theoretical evidence or even explicit reference to common knowledge. 
The question is to what extent these observations, measurements or references to 
common knowledge guarantee the reliability and validity of the statement. The 
force of an argument depends on this, but persuasiveness will also vary between 
audiences and authors, depending, for example, on their preference for positivist 
or more post-positivist research approaches (section 4.6). 

The backing of normative statements and local or cultural valuations is dis-
cussed less than the backing of positive knowledge. Habermas (1988, pp. 38-45) 
argues that discussions about the appropriateness of valuations belong to the do-
main of aesthetic criticism. It is a matter of culture or taste to consider local valua-
tions as appropriate or not. People within a local culture can agree that some 
valuations are more appropriate than others. A backing of such a value or norm 
has to refer to this culture. Also a business strategy cannot be based on facts only, 
since valuation is a necessary activity in economic decision making. Though it is 
not a matter of culture or taste in a narrow sense, norm setting, valuation, and dis-
cussions about the appropriateness of assessments belong to the domain of aes-
thetic criticism. A group of decision makers has to share valuations that are rele-
vant to the decision. Establishing shared values is a cultural process. 

We would expect consultants to be more devoted to an epistemology of prac-
tice that would include the use and backing of more local and fashionable forms 
of knowledge. It requires a different approach of backing to legitimize this more 
transient kind of knowledge. The collaborative consultant approach offers many 
possibilities to do so. It is a way to experience or observe norms, values, and cul-
tural assumptions. The question is how consultants find backings for the local 
positive statements and the local valuations or norms they use in their arguments, 
and how they reflect on their own approach.  

Since academic advisers do not discuss valuations and preferences, we expect 
great silence with respect to their reflections on the backing of normative state-
ments. Normative statements have to be given by the client, and as an argument’s 
assumptions, they need no further backing. Academic awareness concerning the 
backing of positive statements and positive warrants is surely expected, since aca-
demics are specialized in doing that and their ethos considers the generation of 
positive backings an important methodological task.  

 

Backings of positive statements in economic advice 

Backing of positive statements by consultants 
Academic characterizations of consultant research practices suggest that consult-
ants are neither in favor of the meticulous empirical research of most social scien-
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tists nor the theoretical arguments of economists. They are even characterized as 
charlatans who produce fashionable knowledge that does not meet scientific stan-
dards. Indeed, consultants do not intend to be scientists. How do they back their 
positive statements? 

Consultant advice has to contribute to the performance of a client in a social 
and practical context. Only if consultants do not have the information they need 
to give advice do they research to develop and back positive statements. The re-
search has to be sufficient to give useful advice, which is different from meeting 
scientific standards. Experience is a first source of knowledge to help develop and 
even legitimize positive statements, but sometimes this backing is insufficient, not 
convincing or too uncertain. Interviews can then be necessary. If consultants are 
convinced with five interviews, they stop researching. Backing of a statement by 
five interviews is enough if a consultant feels she can take responsibility for the 
recommendations based on the statement.  

Rasiel and Friga (2001, pp. 37-38) refer to the 80/20 rule, which means that 
consultants assume they get 80 percent of the relevant information with 20 per-
cent of the research effort. The remaining 80 percent of research effort must be 
spent to get the last 20 percent of information. Consultants leave the 100 percent 
effort to full-time academic researchers. Absolute precision is not their objective. 
Consultants acknowledge that their research approach is “quick-and-dirty,” but 
time and speed are often more relevant than a high degree of precision. 

When theoretical arguments need backing, Rasiel and Friga argue for simplic-
ity. Only the key drivers have to be identified. The description of a model should 
be transparent, focused, and brief. It should illustrate the mechanics of a situation 
and skip the details. The advantage is that the client can understand the model 
that describes his situation. He can test it against his experience, which can serve 
as a backing. This cannot be done with complex ‘gigabyte-sized models’ (Rasiel and 
Friga 2001, pp. 98-99). 

Peter Block (2000, p. 37) argues for simplicity too. It is a means to integrate 
common sense and experience in the process of backing statements. A consultant 
can prevent flawed advice in this way. One example is to follow procedures that 
did well in the past, like following the phases of the consulting process in the same 
order. Another example of using simplicity to prevent flawed advice is to be au-
thentic as a person. That implies belief in and responsibility for one’s own advice.  

Consultants use their own experiences and those of “experts” in the field. 
They organize group discussions to integrate and compare their ideas with the ex-
periences of these groups, and like personal interviews to do the same. One could 
characterize consulting thus as an ‘experience based craft’ (Van Aken 2001, p. 314). 
Consultants give experience-based and personal judgments about what their cli-
ents should do, what strategies have the best chances of success and what kind of 
reorganization could support a new strategy. Reference to common sense is also 
important for consultants as backing for their arguments, not theories or tech-
niques (Hoebeke 2001, pp. 272-3). Also Case (2002, p. 108) mentions that con-
sultants refer explicitly to common sense in their backings. Bolweg (2001, p. 190) 
argues that consultants consider common sense and experience the main sources 
of inspiration and justification. Consultants thus have to be ‘experienced craftsmen’ 
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and the backings they refer to belong primarily to the domain of aesthetic criti-
cism, using their sense of reality, their sense of urgency and their common sense 
in line with the characterizations of Bourdieu (2002, p. 124). 
 
Backing of positive statements by academic advisers 
Although academics strive for rigorous research, empirical research is not a domi-
nant part of economic research, the official positivist methodology in economic 
disciplines notwithstanding. Important criteria for scientific research according to 
this methodology are verification, falsification and replication. Economic research 
is less empirical, however, than research in disciplines like sociology, anthropol-
ogy, and psychology. Economists prefer argument by theory or mathematical 
models rather than criteria of positivist methodology (Frey and Eichenberger 
1997, p. 33; McCloskey 1994, p. 127; Theewes 1997, pp. 92-95; 103). Theoretical 
backing is most important for academic advisers involved in economic assign-
ments. They use theories as warrants, and refer to them explicitly in their back-
ings. Heilbronner’s (1986) ironic characterization of economists as ‘worldly philoso-
phers’ illustrates this claim.  

Academics criticize consultants for their lack of theoretical backing. They 
consider consultant knowledge ‘flawed, fashionable, glib and at odds with expert, scientific 
academic knowledge’ (Salaman 2002, p. 250). Alvesson and Johansson also character-
ize the expertise of consultants from the perspective of academics: consultants 
consider themselves as having integrity and unquestionable expertise for various 
kinds of management problems. Academics, meanwhile, see consultants as shal-
low, overpaid, immoral, lacking deep knowledge, and responsible for many major 
corporate problems (Alvesson and Johansson 2002, p. 229). The lack of deeper 
knowledge and shallowness refer to the kind of backings academics expect but do 
not find in consultant advice. We can thus derive academic standards from these 
characterizations with respect to the backing of knowledge and expect academic 
advisers to meet these standards in consulting. 

The different methods of backing in consultant and academic research also 
challenge some academics to question their own methodology. Though consult-
ants judge their results by other criteria and gather information from sources that 
academics could reject, consultants’ conclusions seem better in the eyes of clients. 
It motivates Weggeman (2001, p. 112), a Dutch academic with some consultant 
experience, to argue for new qualitative research approaches that can enrich aca-
demic methodologies. He concludes that traditional academic methodology is in-
sufficient to meet the requirements of economic policy or business advice. Sala-
man also acknowledges weak spots in academic methodology: in cases where a 
decision is unfamiliar, unprecedented, strategic, and intended to shape future ac-
tions the rational academic approach based on truth and certainty is misleading 
(Salaman 2002, p. 252). Visscher adds that in the field of organization design 
“practitioners” with an academic life should develop new methodologies. They 
include awareness of contingencies and situational evidence, respect for experi-
ence and learning processes within organizations, and a collective approach in 
which there is not “one” designer (Visscher 2001, p. 21). 
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Academic responses concerning consultant methodology thus range from 
criticism and anger to self-criticism and a call for development of new research 
methodologies in line with the propositions of hybrids like Argyris (1996), Majone 
(1989) and Schön (1983). Consultants do not meet academic criteria with respect 
to backings, but academic advisers do not meet the criteria applied by consultants 
or even clients. Academic advisers lack experience, broadness in their observa-
tions, and cannot rely on the variety of sources used by consultants. Do academics 
pay too much for the self-imposed limitations of scientific method? 
 

Backings of normative statements and valuations 

Backing of values and principles resembles the backing of facts and theories in 
several respects. The appropriateness of a norm can be discussed like the likeli-
hood of a causal relation. Advisers can therefore back values by discussing them 
in interviews and group meetings to see if the members of an organization recog-
nize and share local values. The backing can be provided by reference to the 
shared acceptance of a value or norm in an organization or community. Another 
way of backing is to observe the dominance of values or norms. They should not 
conflict with each other, with common sense or with the behavior they guide. 

Acceptance of values usually requires a more local backing than the accep-
tance of facts, since norms and values are more subject to discussion and more 
culturally dependent than positive statements of fact. Only basic values are widely 
shared and have a universal character, but even these differ from culture to cul-
ture. In the case of advice the relevant values often have a more local existence 
than basic human values. They are connected to specific interests of organiza-
tional groups, external stakeholders or employees. These different groups never 
share exactly the same norms and values. 

Consultants consider it part of their service to help the client with discussions 
on objectives, values, and norms. A consultant is even willing to influence them, 
unlike traditional academic advisers. As previously argued, traditional academic 
advisers stay outside these discussions. They only apply norms or objectives in 
their argument that are universally accepted or explicitly given by the client. How 
do the professions reflect on the appropriate backing of normative statements? 
 
Consultant approaches 
Consultants explicitly address the issue of backing valuations and normative 
statements if they write about consulting. They have developed a method to han-
dle and influence values to some extent. One technique is to make norms and val-
ues explicit. Another is to compare different values to investigate their relation-
ships and hierarchies, or to compare espoused values and behavior. Most impor-
tant for consultants is to recognize dominant values and unwritten rules to avoid 
surprises that could follow from ignoring them (Scott-Morgan 1994, pp. 33-34). 
Schein (1969, p. 59) argues that norms are ‘not easy to identify in group processes’ but 
they are ‘very influential in determining member behavior and feelings.’ They derive their 
influence partly from their ‘invisibility’  Schein identifies implicit and explicit norms. 
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His method of discussing norms is by ‘close observation’ and identification of ‘concrete 
examples’ of the effects of implicit and explicit norms on behavior (1969, p. 61). 

Argyris also devotes attention to the discussion of norms and values within 
organizations. Management often wants a commitment to values, but gaps be-
tween explicit, officially espoused values and implicitly practiced ones are com-
mon. Such discrepancies can hinder communication, necessary learning and im-
plementation of changes in strategy, structure or business processes. Argyris 
(2000, p. 159) tries to make this gap explicit in his consulting approach. He does 
so by asking questions during business meetings and by confronting members of 
an organization with their behavior in the course of action. These are methods 
developed by process consultants, one of the consultant roles mentioned in sec-
tion 4.2. 

The expert-consultant is aware of norms and values too, although with a less 
explicit methodology to identify them or confront clients with their behavior. 
Greiner and Metzger beseech consultants to know their clients’ culture, norms, 
and values as soon as possible to be an accepted “stranger” in their organization 
(Greiner and Metzger 1983, p. 256). In the case of the evaluation of alternatives 
Kubr mentions that very often the client’s professional staff will be involved in 
valuation and decision making. The selection of alternatives and their evaluation 
especially have to be joint or collaborative affairs in which both the client and 
consultant participate (Kubr 2001, pp. 223-224). This approach guarantees that 
the valuation harmonizes with the values of the client. 

Bekman (1997, p. 85) argues that organization members make value judg-
ments stating an ‘expressions of will’ or of ‘like and dislike.’ An adviser can facilitate 
discussion of these judgments or personal valuations to contribute to the decision-
making process. Bekman (1997, p. 79) argues that these discussions can be influ-
enced, but not by uncritically applying one’s own personal valuations. Influencing 
valuations has to be an intentional intervention. Integrity of the consultant serves 
as a backing in this context. 

Like integrity, a consultant’s authenticity also serves as backing in the context 
of valuations. Block refers to experiences where a consultant feels excluded, 
treated as unimportant, or forced into the role of judge. In such situations, con-
sultants should not hide these emotions, since a disabling position prevents them 
from working flawlessly (Peter Block 2000, pp. 37-40; p. 309). These feelings can 
have indicative or alarm value. Why do I feel uncomfortable as consultant? Why 
does a client avoid taking responsibility? Why does a client ignore my findings? 
These experiences are like observations for the experienced consultant. They give 
information about the client. Consultants should thus be aware of their feelings 
and acknowledge their relevance. In contrast to the academic research approach, 
consultants do not want to be neutral. They gather data, but also use their feelings, 
intuitions and subjective judgments (Block 2000, p. 177). These elements are nec-
essary to support as well as recommend action.  

Block (2000, p. 263) argues that also the clients’ ‘feelings are facts,’ since their 
decisions are based on feelings, emotions and even hope. A client has to feel trust 
and some enthusiasm to opt for the alternative a consultant suggests. The consult-
ant has to be open to experience such feelings and intentions. Therefore it is im-
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portant that consultants use their sensitivity. They need to acknowledge clients’ 
interests and motives to value alternatives appropriately. A client’s emotional sup-
port for an alternative is a backing. 

Fincham (2002, p. 200) argues that the consultant and the guru characterize 
two roles in every consultant. The expert consultant uses technical/rational means 
of legitimization, the guru uses charisma. Berglund and Werr (2000) make a simi-
lar argument. Charismatic legitimization refers to vision, morality, drama, and 
emotional realities; it is a means to back normative statements that can motivate 
clients. The guru aspect in consulting, the need to refer to personal feelings as 
Block argues, and the participation in and observation of processes of personal 
valuation are entirely strange to the academic adviser. However, these activities 
legitimize normative statements new or unfamiliar to the client. An academic ad-
viser cannot make such “guru” contributions according to his ethos. 
  
Backing of normative statements by academic advisers 
The academic position argues for absolute indifference or neutrality against values 
and valuations. The scientific approach does not prescribe what should be, only 
what the case is. Therefore we could argue that the backing of valuations is not an 
item for academic advisers; they do not establish those normative claims. The only 
exception made by economists is the use of indisputable values (Blaug 1980, p. 
129) like efficiency, effectiveness, utility or profit as positive values clients always 
strive to. However, in the context of advice values become disputable: utility has 
to be defined, profit depends on costs, whose profits are they, and so on. 

There is little academic debate that normative statements have to be backed in 
the context of academic advice. The academic judgment of consultants’ ‘immoral 
attitude’ as investigated by Alvesson and Johansson (2002, p. 229) suggests that 
consultants apply incorrect valuations, a hard criticism. It implies that consultants 
formulate the wrong recommendations and make unnecessary mistakes. Academic 
advisers prevent themselves from making these moral mistakes by their doctrine 
of “if-then” advice. A recommendation as commonly understood requires norma-
tive statements and valuations, but academic “if-then” advice implies that clients 
formulate the normative statements and be responsible for their backing. It makes 
the academic position amoral. 

Some academic advisers acknowledge the weakness of this academic approach 
and try to step outside the limitations of their positivist/modernist methodology. 
They are aware that they have to argue by means of values and valuations to help 
their client (Blaug 1980, p. 150; Overlegcommissie verkenningen 1996, p. 23; Peacock 
1992, p. 1219; In ‘t Veld and Verhey 2000, p. 118) but do not have a scientific 
methodology to do so. Therefore they are not able to back normative statements 
about economic issues in a professionally embedded way. It could be the reason 
that clients pay less for academic advice, since they get less support in their deci-
sion making process. The “immoral” mistakes by consultants do not seem to 
compensate for that. If academic advice can be improved somewhere, it seems to 
be here, although it is more consequential to academic methodology than adding 
some qualitative research approaches of consultants.  
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5.6 Emphasis in the argument 

The previous sections argue that both professions use different arguments. The 
remaining question is how academic advisers and consultants present them in a 
report. Table 5.2 summarizes the results of the analysis up to this point since ar-
gument preferences determine what the professions will present. 

 
Table 5.2: Emphasis in the argument 

 Consultants Academic advisers 

Advice (action) Instrumental and normative advice Only instrumental “if-then” advice 

Conclusion Positive and normative conclusions Only positive conclusion 

Modality Accentuation of chance Accentuation of uncertainty 

Rebuttal Practical preconditions Theoretical preconditions 

Positive grounds Experiences; observations; results of 

own research; stories/interviews  

Scientific facts, proved knowledge 

and own scientific research 

Normative grounds  Valuation; appraisal. -- 

Positive warrants All convincing warrants; 

Metaphorical use of simple theory 

and consultant models. 

Scientific warrants; 

Literal and explicit application of 

(Business) economic theory. 

Motivational warrants  All reasonable normative (economic) 

motives, principles or criteria 

Only use of criteria/objectives that 

are indisputable or given by client 

Positive backings Only scientific if necessary; refer-

ence to experience and common 

sense. 

Only scientific method; scientific 

references 

Normative backings  Authenticity; charisma; identification 

of (shared) values. 

-- 

 
Authors’ preferred arguments are not necessarily explicit. Warrants or backings 
are often used implicitly, but it is possible to make them explicit without changing 
the argument. Given the explicit elements in argumentation, in what order will 
they be presented and on what report level (chapters, sections, subsections or 
paragraphs)? Where are conclusions and advice presented and what information is 
left to appendices? Is the hierarchy in the arguments that support the conclusion – 
the main and supporting arguments – reflected in the levels of the report: main 
arguments in chapters and supporting arguments in subsections? Consultants and 
academic advisers can make different choices regarding presentation of argu-
ments.  

There is little academic tradition in the genre of (business) economic advice 
reports compared to scientific articles, Master and PhD theses, scientific mono-
graphs, handbooks and the like. The scientific report written for clients is, how-
ever, an academic genre. Academic discussion about the presentation of advice in 
scientific reports is scarce, but it is likely that the more traditional academic genres 
influence this new one. Consultants have traditionally written advice reports and 
reflected on the most appropriate presentations. The PowerPoint presentation is 
another important genre. Sometimes consultants even present their findings in a 
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PowerPoint report, mixing the two genres. Also in normal reports, consultants 
may be influenced by the visual orientation of the other dominant genre.  

Since consultants feel responsible for the effects of their advice, transparent 
communication, understanding, and acceptance are key values in their work. 
Good understanding is a condition for accepting advice. As a consequence we 
would expect that they formulate their advice more explicitly than academic advis-
ers. We can also expect that academic advisers focus more on the legitimization of 
factual statements by sections on methodology and references to theory. What do 
academic advisers and consultants say about writing reports? What arguments do 
they give to legitimize their approach? 

 

Consultants present their recommendations first 

An archetypical advice report has the following elements: a research question or 
assignment, the investigation of one or more alternatives to improve an existing 
situation, estimated effects of the alternative(s), valuation of the effects, the rec-
ommendation to select one, and often, conditions that must be satisfied to effect 
the recommendation (Minto 1999, p. 41; Twijnstra et al. 2002, p. 323). These ele-
ments in an advice report represent the main argument, which can be character-
ized as pragmatic. Many advice reports only focus on aspects of the pragmatic ar-
gument though, like a study of effects, the feasibility study, or an evaluation.  

Consultants will emphasize the conclusion in their presentation. They usually 
do so in the first section of their report, which is the introduction or executive 
summary. Of secondary importance are the arguments that support the conclu-
sion directly, since consultants believe that the concrete recommendations affect 
the interests of their clients more than method or motivation. Lower levels in the 
argument will get even less attention except in case of doubt. Details, specific war-
rants, and backings are therefore discussed in the lowest level subsections, para-
graphs or appendices of the report.  

Minto advocates the above view. Though she developed her ideas at 
McKinsey, many consultants use her ideas today. Her central concept (1995) is the 
pyramid principle, a metaphor for a proper report outline. Central question and 
conclusions or recommendations are at the top of the pyramid. The headings of 
the main sections summarize the main arguments or grounds that support the 
conclusion. This second level of the pyramid is the key line. Sub-arguments, back-
ings, warrants and other details belong at the bottom of the pyramid. The levels in 
the pyramid correspond to the levels of a report, like sections, subsections, para-
graphs and sentences. The table of contents therefore illustrates the outline of the 
pyramid (Minto 1995, pp. 81-2), if a report is well structured. 

The introduction is the place to introduce the key line (Minto 1995, p. 49), 
which consists of the main points that serve as arguments to support the final 
conclusion. The key line is introduced by starting from a well known situation, 
adding a complication that leads to the central question of the report, and giving 
the answer to this question. The latter often is the recommendation of the report 
(Minto 1998b, p. 47). The key line gives the steps and main arguments to support 
the answer. It is unusual for academic advisers to answer the question in the in-
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troduction, since it is not yet supported. The only support consultants give at that 
point comes from the introduction of the key line, with the main arguments to 
support the recommendation. Consultants consider it very helpful to come to the 
point as quickly as possible. Above all they are asked for recommendations, so 
recommendations have the highest relevance for their client. Support for the rec-
ommendations will follow, but can wait. 

Minto’s pyramid has a vertical and a horizontal dimension (Minto 1995, p. 
15). The vertical dimension distinguishes the levels of abstraction. It subsumes 
sections under chapters and subsections under sections. Introduction and conclu-
sions build the top. The main grounds are one level below and have to support 
the same conclusion. The main grounds are the subject of chapters that have to 
support this conclusion (and not another one). Below the chapter level are sec-
tions for sub-grounds and an even lower level of subsections for lower level ar-
guments. This structure makes the base of the pyramid broader than the upper 
levels or the top, since conclusions need several grounds for strong support, and a 
main argument needs several sub-arguments for support. 

The horizontal dimension in the pyramid consists of ‘groupings’ of ideas or ar-
guments on the same level of abstraction (Minto 1995; 1998a). The groupings that 
belong together can be characterized by one idea. The content of a grouping 
within a section should be summarized by the heading of that section. In this sec-
tion, for example, all paragraphs are about the presentation of consultants and not 
about their argumentation or the presentation of academic advisers. Those other 
subjects may relate to this one, but only on a higher level of abstraction. They can 
be discussed in other sections. 

Minto (1995, p. 15) argues that transparent writing should take care of the 
horizontal and vertical relationship. To do so, writing has to follow three rules: 
1. ideas at any level in the pyramid must always be summaries of the ideas 

grouped below them (vertical dimension); 
2. ideas in each grouping must always be the same kind of idea (horizontal di-

mension); 
3. ideas in each grouping must be logically ordered (horizontal dimension). 
 
The first two rules are convincing for many consultants. The first rule implies a 
“conclusions first”-structure, popular among consultants. It also requires the use 
of conclusive headings, which summarize the idea of the text that follows. The 
first rule argues for a proper hierarchy in the logical pyramid and says that all 
chapters together have to support the answer to the main question in the intro-
duction. The chapters thus serve as the main grounds for the final conclusion. 
Similarly the sections in a chapter provide the arguments to support the main 
point of the chapter. The first rule also demands that chapters all have the same 
level of abstraction, as well as sections within a chapter. The second rule implies 
that all chapters should relate to the main question and not to other issues. Simi-
larly, the sections in a chapter should deal only with the chapter’s theme, not 
themes of other chapters. 

The third rule implies that on each horizontal level sections or chapters have 
to be related by a certain order such as chronological (subsequent causes, process 
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steps, etc.), structural (parts of a whole) or ranking. In her article (1998a pp. 37-38) 
Minto omits the ranking order with good reason, since ranking implies a vertical 
hierarchy within a horizontal grouping. One could make a similar criticism with 
respect to deductive arguments, which can also structure the order of sections on 
one horizontal level according to Minto (1995, p. 23). A deductive argument sub-
sumes an example or situation under a rule, however (argument by classification), 
which implies a sequence of arguments with different levels of abstraction. Minto 
is therefore not very coherent in her third rule. 

Minto (1995, p. 75) is partly aware of the problems for the horizontal struc-
ture that follow from a deductive argument. She recommends the use of deductive 
arguments only at the lowest levels of the pyramid in little text paragraphs because 
it is hard to grasp a deductive argument if it is chopped between sections or chap-
ters. In general Minto gives deductive arguments little credit. They should not 
dominate a report. As a rule, consultants should not mention well known theo-
retical or moral rules. Minto prefers inductive arguments (arguments from gener-
alization). They can be easily grouped within sections since each argument is a 
repetition of the previous and the next argument. They can be used at the level of 
the key line or any other level. Minto argues that consultants should use inductive 
arguments (or grounds) in serious quantity to give strong support to conclusions. 

In addition to the second and third rule Minto (1995, pp. 103; 112) argues that 
groupings have to be MECE, which means mutually exclusive and collectively ex-
haustive. On each level of abstraction the groupings should be MECE, so all ar-
guments of the key line should be different and additional compared to each other 
and exhaustive together. Rasiel and Friga subscribe to Minto’s argument, possibly 
due to their similar background. They argue for a “conclusions first”-presentation 
with a MECE structure (Rasiel and Friga 2001, pp. 109; 111). The focus is on 
completeness, however, rather than details or lower levels of abstraction. That 
would be the academic approach. Many consultants interviewed by Rasiel and 
Friga (2001, p. 114) argue that the purpose of writing is to present a message 
clearly and simply. If advice is the message, it has to be presented as the main 
message. Rasiel and Friga give many examples in their book, in which McKinsey 
alumni underline these points. Some have top positions at other consultancies, but 
still emphasize the benefits of this approach. 

Block agrees that consultants should communicate directly. He makes some 
remarks about the words that should be chosen during feedback meetings, rec-
ommending language that is ‘descriptive, focused, specific, brief and simple’ instead of 
‘judgmental, global, stereotyped, lengthy and complicated’ (Block 2000, p. 223). Greiner and 
Metzger (1983, p. 32) also underline that writing skills are important for consult-
ants. They prefer concrete recommendations rather than those that rely on ab-
stract principles. They explicitly warn against succinct statements that ‘summarise 
weeks of data gathering.’ We could interpret this warning as a plea for focus on the 
main argument, and not on details. 

Kubr (2002) discusses the outline of reports in an appendix and refers to 
Minto. He argues that the choice for a report structure depends on the emphasis a 
consultant gives to certain aspects. Chapters should cover the main subjects of the 
greatest importance, sections and subsections the minor subjects and details. To 
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devote a chapter to a subject gives it most emphasis. We can choose, for example, 
between what Kubr calls a process structure (introduction, analysis, conclusions 
and recommendations) or a subject structure (analysis, conclusion and recom-
mendations for each subject) (Kubr 2002, p. 891). There are many ways to vary a 
structure, but given this distinction we can argue that the subject structure pro-
moted by Minto is most preferred by consultants. We could also expect that aca-
demic advisers prefer the process structure to emphasize methodology. It is the 
standard structure in academic articles and may be visible in their reports as well. 
 

Academic advisers present conclusions after scientific analysis 

Academic advisers consider the lower levels in the argument more important than 
consultants because they relate to the research and theory used to support their 
conclusions. The academic tradition does not recommend focusing on the main 
argument, but rather on the reliability and validity of the claims. We can therefore 
expect academic reports to focus on sub-argumentation, warrants and the backing 
of positive arguments. 

Academic advice questions usually has an empirical character, since clients 
most often do not have theoretical questions. The academic tradition prescribes 
that empirical questions have a structure that addresses the research question, a 
literature review, methodology, empirical results, interpretation, conclusions, and 
discussion. The structure is found in articles and graduate theses. These genres 
can (but rarely) present recommendations. If they do, they are often appended to 
the last chapter or put in an appendix. It reflects the difficulty academics have 
with making recommendations. They are not well integrated in their methodology. 

Twijnstra et al. (2002, p. 323) also mention the main sections that dominate 
empirical research in the structure of scientific research reports but fail to mention 
the literature review, which is usually necessary to develop hypotheses or specific 
research questions for empirical research. Possibly they subsume the literature re-
view under “research question.” They argue that the outline of a scientific report 
has to follow the research process, which illustrates the scientific preference for 
Kubr’s process order. Strangely enough they also propose that advice reports fol-
low a ‘methodological principle’ in their outline, which results in the process order il-
lustrated in table 5.3. It shows a more traditional academic orientation. 

 
Table 5.3: Methodological outline of reports 
(Academic) advice report Scientific report 

• Description of existing situation 

• Evaluate problems of existing situation 

• Description of options 

• Evaluation of options 

• Recommendations 

• Research question 

• Research methodology 

• Results 

• Interpretation 

• Conclusions and recommendations 

Source: Twijnstra et al. 2002, p. 323 
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The objective of academic advisers, shared by few consultants, is transparent 
methodology, which explains their preference for a process structure. Although 
many consultants would agree that the steps Twijnstra et al. identify are necessary, 
Minto argues vehemently against the report structure. She argues that after the 
analysis and choice of alternative, ‘the way in which the alternatives actually compare to 
each other becomes irrelevant, and consequently would not be included in the report' (Minto 
1999, p. 48). The report has to conclude that one alternative is preferred and it has 
to present the arguments to value that alternative as most appropriate. Minto’s 
approach is developed within the context of consulting; the other approach shows 
more academic influences on the consulting profession. 

The analysis of preferred academic advice argumentation shows that academ-
ics concentrate on positive grounds that are measured or theoretically proved. 
One can thus conclude that they cannot present more grounds than those that 
stem from sound research or their specialized field of theory. The focus is thus 
more on acceptable or rigorous grounds than on relevant grounds, as opposed to 
consultants’ presentations. We can thus expect that academic advisers will present 
fewer grounds than consultants and more levels of subgrounds since they use spe-
cialized knowledge and consider fewer grounds acceptable. 

It is also likely that academic advisers refer more explicitly to economic theo-
ries or causalities than consultants. They draw more attention to these warrants as 
it is part of their expertise. They have more theoretical knowledge than consult-
ants and take generation and application of theory very seriously. They will not 
use it in the loose, metaphorical, or minimal way consultants do. 

The specialist focus of academic advisers can imply a lack of attention to 
completeness, though. A consultant’s concern is to develop an argument that con-
siders all relevant aspects and an academic concern is to show the quality of the 
grounds and warrants they use by means of backings, like reference to theory or 
method of data collection.  

 

5.7 Research expectations on advice argumentation 

This chapter has discussed what kind of argumentation academic advisers and 
consultants prefer to support their advice. The question has guided the investiga-
tion of how the professions reflect on their preferences regarding advice argumen-
tation and how they legitimize their preferred dialectical approach. Table 5.4 
summarizes the answers based on the discussions in the previous sections. It pre-
sents research expectations for the report analysis in chapters 6 and 7. 

Table 5.4 summarizes the traditional view of academics on the selected ele-
ments of argumentation. As in chapter 3 and 4, some academics refer to this view 
but criticize its applicability, like Blaug (1980), Kieser (2002), Peacock (1992) or 
Weggeman (2001). There is little consensus, however, on an alternative academic 
approach. The traditional view is most often discussed and therefore is the input 
for my research expectations. It is important, however, to notice some feeling of 
uneasiness regarding this view among academics, a reason to stay alert regarding 
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whether academic advisers will meet the expectations that follow from their tradi-
tional ethos. 
 
Table 5.4: Preferred styles of argumentation 

Consultants Academic advisers 

• Claim: Concrete or evaluative conclusions and 

advice. Emphasis is on likelihood and on prac-

tical conditions of rebuttal; 

• Grounds: More breadth of argument: general-

ist approach. Use of positive statements and 

valuations, both concrete and straightforward; 

• Warrants: Mainly based on common sense 

causality and not on high theory. Often refer-

ence to values, motives, norms and criteria; 

• Backings: Based on experience, rough esti-

mates and personal valuation. Outcomes 

should be “common sense” proof; 

• Presentation: Accentuation of advice, conclu-

sions and the line of argument by text struc-

ture, headings, diagrams and tables. 

• Claim: General and neutral conclusions. No 

normative advice. Emphasis is on uncertain-

ties and on theoretical conditions of rebuttal; 

• Grounds: More depth of argument: specialist 

approach. Exact and reliable statements pre-

ferred, but little fact production, no valuations; 

• Warrants: Mainly based on theory embedded 

in economic disciplines and non-controversial 

normative principles, values or motives; 

• Backing: Based on scientific method. Little 

sympathy for backing by “quick-and-dirty” re-

search, experience and common sense; 

• Presentation: Accentuation of scientific back-

ing by manifest presentation of methodology 

and theory in the report structure. 

 
The report analysis will show if the espoused theories of consultants and academic 
advisers regarding their argumentation practices as presented in table 5.4 equal 
their theories in use. The central question will be: to what degree, if any, do con-
sultants and academic advisers meet the standards expressed by their ethos? 

The actual performance of both professions has to be investigated before we 
can discuss the quality of the advice performance of the professions. That analysis 
can show why consultants are considered more effective by their clients, despite 
strong academic skepticism regarding the quality of their work. The next two 
chapters begin the analysis with an investigation of argumentation in ten advice 
reports about Schiphol, and continue with an analysis of advice argumentation in 
ten reports about liberalization of the electricity market. In each case of ten re-
ports five reports are written by consultants and five reports are written by aca-
demic advisers. 

 

5.8 Research design: a double case study 

The research design of a double case study is based on the conclusions about the 
general differences in the preferred style of argumentation by consultants and aca-
demic advisers as summarized in table 5.4. These “theoretical differences” can be 
compared with the practice of argumentation in two cases to refine the formula-
tion of the differences, enrich them or discuss them critically. This comparison is 
a form of triangulation, where results from different sources are compared. 

The conclusions of the analysis are based on different kinds of research trian-
gulation, which means that different sources or theories give the same or coherent 
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results. The first triangulation is between chapters 4 and 5, which consider the 
ethos of consultants and academic advisers. With some overlap, the focus of 
chapter 4 is general and the focus of chapter 5 is more specific. Both chapters ex-
plore ethos by investigating reflections on the practice of consultants and aca-
demic advisers, and the results support each other. 

The second triangulation is based on different sources that consider the same 
theme. That applies to the conclusions of chapter 5 and the results of the report 
analysis in chapters 6 and 7. The sources are different, but the analytical domain 
of investigation is exactly the same. The case studies discuss the same elements of 
an argument as in chapter 5. Since the report analysis is a double case study of two 
different debates, triangulation is also possible between the performance of con-
sultants and academic advisers in the two cases. My experience with consultants, 
consulting and academic practices serves as a last source of knowledge, mainly to 
interpret the results of the cases. The tentative characterizations of consulting 
practices and academic habits at the end of the introduction illustrate many of the 
conclusions of chapters 4 and 5. 

The conclusions based on case study research can be generally valid by means 
of ‘analytic generalization’ according to Yin (2003, p. 32). A case study should be 
based on theoretical research to establish general claims that can be explored in it. 
General claims about consultants and academic advisers are based on reflections 
of consultants’ and academic advisers’ practices discussed in chapters 4 and 5. 
These claims are summarized in the tentative hypotheses in table 5.4. They are 
based on academic researchers’ statements of conclusions about consultants and 
academic advisers, and practitioners’ statements on their own experiences. 

The views expressed in these reflections about the professions are intended to 
be general. The results from the literature review therefore serve as a general start-
ing point for the in-depth analysis of 20 reports divided equally between the two 
debates and two professions. The report analysis of argumentation styles in two 
cases can help discuss and explore the tentative generalizations based on the re-
view in chapter 5. The two cases can be compared, which enables a more general 
interpretation of the results. It is theory in progress, though, because general the-
ory about the argumentation practice of consultants and academic advisers has yet 
to be acknowledged. The aim of the report analysis is to contribute to a more co-
herent and critically discussed theory on advice argumentation that makes sense of 
the difference between academic advisers and consultants, and contributes to the 
development of the practice of academic advice.  
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6. Advice argumentation on further growth of  Schiphol 

If and how fast Schiphol should grow is a years-old policy debate. Economic in-
terest groups argue that Schiphol should grow because of positive economic ef-
fects such as increased employment and growth in related industries like trade and 
transport. Environmental interest groups worry about negative effects like air pol-
lution, noise, and safety. Noise is one of the most controversial issues in this de-
bate, especially for those in the Schiphol region. Different interest groups react 
against each other and try to convince policy- and decision makers. The ask con-
sultants and academic advisers for help. Internal policy advisers from the govern-
ment, Central Planning Bureau (CPB), and Nationale Rekenkamer are also in-
volved in the debate. 

Schiphol’s public owners are the national government and the cities of Am-
sterdam and Rotterdam. In this case, Amsterdam and the national government are 
involved in the Schiphol debate as clients, along with environmental organiza-
tions, branch organizations and Schiphol. Client interests are different and some-
times conflicting. Amsterdam has an interest in Schiphol’s growth as a shareholder 
and beneficiary of its economic activity, but it is conflicting interest, since Am-
sterdam and Schiphol both need land for growth. The growth of Schiphol implies 
encroaching on Amsterdam’s borders for future building. Inhabitants of the Schi-
phol region also have conflicting interests. They appreciate the many destinies af-
forded by a larger Schiphol, but worry about the increased jet traffic and its related 
noise, especially during times of rest. The debate is about the different interests 
that relate to the different effects of the growth of Schiphol. 

Consultants and academic advisers have similar kinds of assignments in this 
debate. They have to estimate the sum of positive and negative effects, or evaluate 
the methodology of estimations. Environmental organizations, for example, ask 
advisers to calculate the social costs of Schiphol and identify neglected costs. They 
also ask them to critically assess the positive economic effects of Schiphol. Or-
ganizations with an economic interest stress the benefits of growth and ask their 
advisers to estimate the benefits and critically assess the negative effects. The par-
ties in the debate thus respond to each other.  

The question is how consultants and academic advisers perform in this de-
bate. How do they treat the interest of their clients, for example? Can both groups 
equally articulate the public and economic interests? Governments, it turns out, 
give more assignments to consultants and economic interest groups (organiza-
tions, Schiphol) give more assignments to academic advisers. Why is that? And 
how do academic advisers make their arguments compared to consultants? 

The reflections on academic and consultant advice practices presented in 
chapter 5 give the report analysis some orientation. Are academic advisers more 
the neutral experts they claim to be in their performance? Given their ethos of 
solid scientific backings, do they indeed apply rigorous theory and sophisticated 
research methods? And how do consultants perform? Is their advice more norma-
tive? Do they refer to more sources of knowledge like experience and local infor-
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mation in their backings? And are they really minimal users of theory as summa-
rized in table 5.4? 

The analysis will show what each profession actually does. That knowledge is 
necessary to discuss why clients are willing to pay consultants more for their ser-
vices, and if consultants really deliver fashionable knowledge and badly proved 
arguments compared to academic advisers. It is necessary to know the approaches 
of the professions in practice to discuss the reliability of the reflections and judg-
ments presented in the previous chapters. The best way to do that is to observe 
the professions in a similar situation, where they use similar arguments, perform 
similar research, and are asked for similar advice. 

The report analysis considers two cases: the Schiphol debate and the electric-
ity market debate. Consultants have presented a straightforward image of their 
practice. Academic advisers have put forth the traditional view of the economic 
adviser, but they also present doubts and criticisms. Their self image is ambiguous 
compared to consultants. This difference is visible in the report analysis as well. It 
makes conclusions about consultants in the Schiphol case more reliable than the 
conclusions about academic advisers. 

The analysis follows the extended analytical framework of Toulmin as dis-
cussed in the previous chapter. The first case is about five consultant reports and 
five academic reports about Schiphol. All selected reports, their authors, clients 
and the assignments are listed in the textbox on the next page. 

 

6.1 Overview of arguments in the Schiphol debate 

How can you analyze a debate with so many connected arguments, so many posi-
tions and interests and such a long history as the one on Schiphol? Even when the 
contributions to this debate are limited to only five consultant reports and five 
academic reports the number and kind of arguments are far more extensive than 
what we usually read in one report. The individual reports present on average one 
third of the arguments of the entire debate in this case. However, the analysis of 
this complex argumentation is a means to compare the contributions of consult-
ants and academic advisers. It is not an end in itself, since the debate serves as the 
context in which both professions are performing. 

Table 6.1 gives an overview of the arguments in the Schiphol debate. It is a 
summary of the Schiphol debate based on ten reports written between 1992 and 
2002. The outline of table 6.1 is inspired by V. Werder’s (1999) presentation of 
two strategy debates, but we can also see a Minto pyramid (Minto 1995). The re-
ports by consultants and academics are listed in the same order as in the textbox 
above. Table 6.1 has four layers of grounds and sub-grounds that support the 
most central claim in the debate and four levels of counterarguments that are pre-
sented as a rebuttal. Grounds follow “since”; rebuttals follow “but.” 

The construction process of the table starts with the first consultant report 
(IOO 1993). The main claim, supporting arguments, and rebuttals are identified 
by close reading. The second and subsequent reports are added, and new argu-
ments  
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Selected reports about the growth of Schiphol
The selection of ten reports about Schiphol is based on five criteria. 1. The reports discuss economic welfare 

effects related to growth of Schiphol. Not included in the sample are reports that focus on health or environmental 

aspects without discussing economic welfare effects, and reports on the related question of moving Schiphol to 

the North Sea. 2. Only one report is selected from organizations writing multiple reports that meet the first re-

quirement, like BCI or Nyfer. 3. Reports are written for a client. 4. The authors are academic advisers working at 

universities or consultants working for consultancies. 5. The number of reports by consultants and academic 

advisers is equal. 

 

Five consultant reports 
1. The Instituut voor Onderzoek van Overheidsuitgaven bv (IOO 1993) wrote a report about (indirect) state 

support for the Dutch aviation sector. State support is a “hidden cost” of Schiphol, which is a new argument in 

the debate. The client was the environmental organization Stichting Natuur en Milieu (SNM).  

2. Bureau voor Economische Argumentatie (BEA 1993) wrote a report that claims to discuss all economic ef-

fects of Schiphol. The report contains contributions by Buck Consultants International (BCI), Nederlands 

Economisch Instituut (NEI) and BEA. The client was Project Mainport & Milieu Schiphol (PMMS), a govern-

ment project organization. “Milieu” refers to the client’s environmental concern.  

3. BCI (1996) wrote a report, which was an update of the BCI part in the BEA (1993) report. The client was 

Projectbureau Toekomstige Nederlandse Luchthaven Infrastructuur (TNLI). TNLI is part of the government 

too. 

4. Booz, Allan & Hamilton (BA&H 1999) wrote a report about the economic impact of Schiphol for the Ministry of 

Economic Affairs. It investigates how Schiphol contributes to the growth of a knowledge-intensive economy 

and how the government can facilitate its development.  

5. CE (2002) wrote an evaluation of the benefits of the growth of Schiphol for the Amsterdam region. The client 

was the department of environmental affairs of the city Amsterdam. 

 

Five reports written by academic advisers 
1. The Universiteit van Amsterdam (UvA 1992) wrote a report about the effects of the aviation sector on the 

growth of the economy and service sectors. Schiphol is the dominant airport in this report. The client was the 

Air Transport Association Netherlands (ATAN). ATAN has an economic interest in the growth of Schiphol. 

2. Erasmus Universiteit (EUR et al. 1997) wrote a report on the positive effects of infrastructural projects like 

Schiphol or Rotterdam mainport on the (Dutch) economy. One of the authors of the UvA report, prof. dr. H.B. 

Roos (EUR), has since changed universities. Other authors are prof. dr. J.G. Lambooy (UvA) and prof. dr. 

R.E.C.M. van der Heijden (Technische Universiteit Delft, TUD). The client was a branch organization of build-

ing constructors (AVBB). AVBB has a strong economic interest in the growth of Schiphol. 

3. The Rijksuniversiteit Groningen (RuG 1997) wrote a report that criticizes the effect of Schiphol on service 

sectors and the resulting indirect labor effects. The report by RuG was a reaction to the BEA/BCI report and 

questioned the central argument in the UvA report. The client was Actie Strohalm, an organization with a 

strong environmental interest. The authors work for the Wetenschapswinkel of the RuG. 

4. Nyfer (2000) wrote a report that concluded that the economy benefits most from the growth of Schiphol, not 

from its size. The report is written for Cerfontaine, the CEO of Schiphol. Nyfer estimates structural and tem-

poral indirect labor and welfare effects of these growth activities. 

5. Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (VU 2001) investigated the indirect effects of growth of Schiphol. The client was 

Rijksluchtvaardienst (RLD). Its purpose was to develop a sound method of estimating the social costs and 

benefits of the growth of Schiphol.  
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are investigated and incorporated. In the columns of each report, the arguments 
are marked with an X. 

The hierarchy of arguments in the debate was most difficult to determine, 
starting from the central claim and looking for direct and indirect support. The 
claim is the final conclusion or recommendation; the support comes from 
grounds, as explained in the previous chapter and based on Toulmin (1994). Since 
a debate is an example of complex argumentation in which many arguments are 
connected, support for grounds by sub grounds is also considered. Main grounds 
are the first level in this argument, sub grounds are the second level, and the table 
also distinguishes third and fourth levels.In the debate, each report has a position. 
A final claim in a report can also be one of the arguments in the debate. The first 
consultant report (IOO 1993), for example, has positive and negative effects as 
central claims with the caveat that they cannot be investigated properly. That the 
positive and negative effects identified by IOO exist are claims of the second level 
in the debate. The second report (BEA 1993) implies a shift in perspective, since 
the central advocative claim is that Schiphol should grow under certain conditions. 
An advocative claim gives advice about what to do, as explained in the previous 
chapter. Other reports concluded only with the first level claim (evaluative), that 
positive effects are greater than negative effects, which is an argument for the 
growth claim but not a recommendation.  

Table 6.1, an overview of the arguments in the Schiphol debate, is difficult to 
comprehend at once. It is best read from left to right, starting with the claim, con-
tinuing with the level of main grounds, then the level of sub-grounds, etc. The 
grounds on the first level give the main arguments and rebuttals that relate directly 
to the claim that Schiphol should grow. Arguments are the assumed dominance of 
positive effects over negative effects, historical effects of growth, and better 
chances to survive in a global market. Rebuttals are that the region should facili-
tate growth and that Amsterdam should also be able to grow. The more detailed 
arguments all support the claim that positive effects outweigh negative effects. 

Table 6.1 gives the necessary background to interpret the subsequent tables, 
which will discuss claims, rebuttals, modality, grounds, warrants, backings, and 
presentation, applying an extended version of Toulmin’s analytical framework 
(section 3.2). Though the main objective of the table is to introduce the Schiphol 
debate and provide the background for the further steps in the analysis, it also en-
ables reflection on the hypothesis that we can expect more breadth of argument 
from consultants and more depth of argument from academic advisers. This dif-
ference corresponds to a generalist or specialist style of argumentation regarding 
the use of grounds and rebuttals. More attention to rebuttals makes arguments 
more balanced. The interpretation of table 6.1 is subject of the next subsection. 
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Table 6.1: Claims, grounds and rebuttals in the Schiphol debate 
Levels of reasoning: central claim and grounds Consultants Academics 
Claim 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5
Schiphol should grow under conditions  X X X X      
Alternative advice: Schiphol should grow       X    
Since Conditional growth has more positive than negative effects  X X X X      
Since Growth has more positive than negative effects      X X  X  
 Since Schiphol has (many) structural effects that are positive X X X X X X X X X X
  Since Schiphol adds with added value to economy X X X X X X X X X X
   Since More direct added value (figures) X X X X   X X   
   Since More indirect added value (figures)  X X X   X    
   But Not if there is perfect competition          X
   But Mainly service industries benefit      X   X  
   But Schiphol profits from grow economy          X  
  Since There are labor effects X X X X X X X X X X
   Since More direct labor (figures) X X X X X X X X X X
   Since More indirect labor (figures)  X X X  X X X X X
   But Labor effects are mainly regional     X    X X
   But Some indirect effects are temporal       X  X  
   But Measurement is hard and unreliable      X  X  X
   But Indirect labor effects are negligible        X   
  Since It generates new settlements of (international) 

firms like carriers, European headquarters etc 
X X X X  X X  X X

   Since New contributions to economy   X X     X  
  Since Service level infrastructure improves   X X X X X X   X
   Since More destinations/ frequencies  X X X X  X   X
   But Hard to prove creation added value          X
  Since Competitive position Dutch economy improves  X X X   X    
   Since Industries benefit like agri-business; 

(food)-process; trade/ transport etc. 
 X X X   X    

  Since It enables a new knowledge intensive economy    X   X    
  Since Comparative advantage Dutch economy        X    
  Since Better quality of life       X    
  Since Environment benefits      X X    
   Since More service industries      X X    
   Since Better transport efficiency       X    
   Since Up to date transport technology       X    
   Since Possible international benefits       X    
 Since Investments in growth cause temporal positive effects       X  X  
 But There are also structural negative effects X X X X X   X X  
  Since Schiphol gets indirect financial state support X       X   
   Since Sum of tax reductions will increase X          
  Since Schiphol causes pollution X X X  X   X X  
   Since Air pollution will increase X    X   X X  
   Since Noise production will increase X    X   X X  
  Since Schiphol will cause more safety risks X    X   X   
  Since Growth of Amsterdam gets more expensive     X      
   Since Schiphol limits utility of land (costs)     X      
   Since Schiphol limits height of buildings     X      
  Since Houses and land become uninhabitable (costs)     X      
  Since Investments to reach Schiphol by land (costs)     X      
 But Negative environmental effects should be managed  X X X X      
 But Cost benefit analysis is not applied correctly often X    X      
 But Framework needed for completeness of the analysis  X         
 But  Economic effects are often overestimated or not reliable      X  X X X
 But General equilibrium model required to estimate effects          X
Since History shows the benefits of growth of Schiphol & similar projects      X X    
Since  Growth helps to survive the threads of a globalizing market   X X X   X  X  
 Since Airports have to meet critical thresholds of size, service   X  X       
But Region should offer competitive service level to enable growth  X  X       
But Amsterdam should also be able to grow when Schiphol grows     X      
 
Total number of grounds (rebuttals) in five reports on first level 7 (3) 7 
Total number of grounds (rebuttals) in five reports on second level 7 (12) 7 (7) 
Total number of grounds (rebuttals) in five reports on third level 32 27 
Total number of grounds (rebuttals) in five reports on fourth level 31 (1) 26 (13) 



   150 

Consultants use more general arguments in the Schiphol debate 

The research expectations formulated in chapter 5 state that consultants argue 
more like generalists and academics more like specialists. This has some support 
in the Schiphol case, since consultants present more grounds on the first level and 
academic advisers present more grounds on the fourth level. Consultants also pre-
sent more rebuttals related to the main grounds. Academic advisers use more re-
buttals on the fourth level of detail. The differences on the second and third levels 
are few. The total number of arguments used by consultants is slightly greater 
than the number used by academic advisers. 

On the first level of grounds and rebuttals, consultants give more rebuttals to 
shade their final recommendations than academics, which aligns with the expecta-
tion that consultants use a more generalist approach in their argumentation. Two 
academic reports and one consultant report do not contribute on this level but 
present more specialized or detailed argumentation. 

On the second level of argument, which supports the main argument of posi-
tive and negative effects, consultants present again more rebuttals. All reports ac-
knowledge that Schiphol has positive welfare effects. Most academics focus on 
positive effects; negative effects get less attention than in the consultants’ reports. 
Two academic reports question the validity of certain estimations, signaling a fo-
cus on methodology in their rebuttals. Consultants do not show this methodologi-
cal doub, they focus more on the management of negative effects. 

On the third level of argumentation consultants and academic advisers pre-
sent similar numbers of arguments. Academics mention more positive effects and 
consultants mention more kinds of negative effects, but the differences are mod-
est. 

On the fourth level of argument academics show their specialist approach 
most clearly. They give more arguments than consultants, but the difference in 
finding supporting arguments for the positive and negative effects is minimal. The 
major difference is on the level of rebuttals. Academics express many doubts, ex-
ceptions, and limitations that question the impact or size of the positive effects.. 
They admit the effects exist, but in estimating them they often hesitate. Doubts 
such as “there is much we do not know,” “we need a better model of the econ-
omy,” “more research needs to be done” influence the academic conclusions. 
 

Evaluation of the global argumentation style 

The hypothesis that consultants argue more like generalists than academic advisers 
has hardly support in the Schiphol case. Consultants present somewhat more (and 
more balanced) argumentation on the level of main grounds and rebuttals. Aca-
demic advisers present somewhat more (and more balanced) argumentation on 
the most detailed level of grounds and rebuttals. The differences are small, 
though. The question is if similar differences will be visible in the electricity debate 
as well.  
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6.2 Consultant advice is more balanced 

Chapter 5 concluded with the expectation that consultants and academics give ad-
vice in different ways. The differences apply to the final advice claim, the pre-
sented rebuttals and the attention to the modality of claims. These concepts come 
from Toulmin (1994). The final claim is what the authors conclude or advise; the 
rebuttals mention counterarguments that differentiate or weaken the meaning of 
the conclusion, like having to meet necessary conditions, or advantages that come 
with disadvantages. In the Schiphol case, rebuttals are negative effects, practical 
(economic or political) conditions, and methodological conditions. The modal 
qualifier indicates the certainty or uncertainty of a claim. 

The research expectations (table 5.4) are that consultants give advice accord-
ing to the common sense meaning of the word, whereas academic advisers present 
general conclusions for the client’s application, like the neutral if-then advice pro-
posed by Robbins (1952). Consultants claim they are more aware of practical con-
ditions of rebuttal; academic advisers stress the need to address theoretical and 
methodological conditions of rebuttal. Academic advisers claim to be neutral ad-
visers, implying a balanced attention to positive and negative effects. Regarding 
modality, consultants are willing to present claims as certain in cases; academic 
advisers would not be so bold due to methodological rigor. 

Tables 6.2 (consultants) and 6.3 (academic advisers) summarize the advocative 
advice claim in the first row. The rows below continue with the underlying desig-
native or evaluative conclusions, the modality attributed to the claims, and the 
kind of rebuttals. Tables 6.2 and 6.3 therefore interpret and summarize the main 
conclusions and rebuttals presented in table 6.1.  

 

Consultants give more advice 

Consultants 
Of the five consultant reports only IOO (1993) does not give advice about Schi-
phol (table 6.2). IOO (1993) recommends taking the indirect state support into 
account in future cost-benefit analyses of investments in growth of airports. The 
report concludes that previous cost-benefit analyses of investments in Schiphol 
were not methodologically sound; decisions to invest in airports should consider 
all costs (IOO 1993, p. 117), but the report gives no advice to reconsider the 
growth of Schiphol based on the criticized analysis. The report written by BEA 
(1993) argues explicitly in favor of growth of Schiphol because of the positive sum 
of effects of growth, although negative effects have to be managed. BCI (1996) 
considers different alternatives of growth and gives advice in favor of growth 
since it generates positive welfare effects in all relevant scenarios. BA&H (1999) 
advises their client to support growth of Schiphol, with the explicit need for the 
government to pay attention to the economic preconditions that need to be satis-
fied to enable growth. CE (2002, p. 11) recommends that the city of Amsterdam 
stresses its independence from Schiphol. CE (2002) argues that Schiphol should 
grow because of the many positive effects for Amsterdam, but not at the cost of 
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Amsterdam’s growth. Amsterdam should stress the costs for the city and develop 
policies to manage the growth problem caused by Schiphol.  

 
Table 6.2: Advice by consultants about Schiphol 

 Consultants 
Client: 
Author: 

SNM 

IOO (1993) 

PMMS 

BEA (1993) 

TNLI 

BCI (1996) 

EZ (ministry) 

BA&H (1999) 

City A’dam 

CE (2002) 

Advice on 

Schiphol 

No advice; 

Consider indirect 

state support 

Facilitate growth 

to mainport 

Facilitate growth 

and watch 

threads 

Facilitate growth 

and watch 

growth conditions 

Facilitate growth, 

take measures to 

ease nuisance 

Conclusion Indirect state 

support lacks in 

cost-benefit 

analysis Schiphol 

Positive welfare 

effects growth; 

Growth is a stra-

tegic necessity 

Positive welfare 

effects  

Positive welfare 

effects growth; 

Growth is a stra-

tegic necessity 

Positive effects. 

Social costs for 

Amsterdam fail in 

cost-benefit anal. 

Modality 

(overall) 

Certain claims Certain claims Certain claims Certain claims Likely claims 

Rebuttals Negative effects 

Methodology 

Negative effects  

Political and 

econ. Conditions 

Methodology 

Negative effects 

Polit. conditions 

Negative effects 

Econ. Conditions 

Negative effects  

Polit. conditions 

Methodology 

 
Table 6.3: Advice by academics about Schiphol 

 Universities 
Client: 
Author: 

ATAN 

UVA (1992) 

AVBB 

EUR et al.(1997) 

Actie S. 

RuG (1997) 

CEO Schiphol 

Nyfer (2000) 

RLD 

VU (2001) 

Advice on 

Schiphol 

No advice; 

more research 

required 

Facilitate growth No advice; Cur-

rent research 

unreliable 

No advice No advice; 

more research 

required 

Conclusion Economy bene-

fits from growth 

Schiphol 

Positive welfare 

effects growth; 

Growth is a stra-

tegic necessity 

Denial of indirect 

labor effects 

Economy bene-

fits from growth 

Schiphol 

Hard to estimate 

(indirect) welfare 

effects  

Modality 

(overall) 

Accentuation of 

uncertainties 

Certain claims Accentuation of 

uncertainties 

Certain claims Accentuation of 

uncertainties 

Rebuttals Measurements 

are unreliable 

-- Negative effects; 

Methodological 

requirements 

Negative effects; 

Method of esti-

mation 

Theory is not 

quite suitable, 

estimations unre-

liable 

 
 
Academic advisers 
The most important recommendation of the UvA (1992) report is the need for 
more research (table 6.3). There are no recommendations about the growth of 
Schiphol. EUR et al. (1997) is the only academic report that concludes with the 
recommendation that Schiphol should grow. The VU (2001) report also argues 
that more research is required to estimate indirect welfare effects. VU (2001) gives 
no advice about the growth of Schiphol. 
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Compared to consultants academic advisers give less action-oriented advice 
about Schiphol. If they give advice it has mainly a research orientation. However, 
the EUR et al. (1997) report gives advice like most consultant reports. 
 

Consultant conclusions are concrete compared to academic conclusions 

Consultants 
The IOO (1993) report has a critical and methodological perspective (table 6.2). It 
introduces costs that are new to the debate. As a consequence IOO (1993) con-
cludes that the outcome of the cost-benefit analysis of investments in Schiphol 
will be less positive.  

BEA (1993) concludes that growth of Schiphol contributes to the interna-
tional competitive position of the Dutch economy and especially to growth of the 
aviation and distribution sectors. Growth of Schiphol also contributes to the set-
tlement of international headquarters and generates employment. BEA also men-
tions strategic reasons to invest in growth of Schiphol (BEA 1993, p. 37) like the 
threshold argument, which says that moderate growth is not an option. If Schi-
phol fails to grow as it has been, it cannot keep its position as international main-
port. In recessions airlines will concentrate their activities on the biggest interna-
tional airports with most facilities. European headquarters will settle near those 
international mainports. 

BCI is one of the consulting companies that contributed to the BEA (1993) 
report. It is therefore no surprise that the line of argument in the updated BCI 
(1996) report is similar to the BEA report. The focus of the BCI report, however, 
is on economic trends. The need for competitiveness is stressed for Schiphol to 
realize growth and for its attractiveness as a region for firms to settle in. Growth 
of Schiphol will therefore generate positive welfare effects. 

BA&H (1999) concludes that Schiphol contributes to regional and national 
welfare, the development of a more modern economy and the international com-
petitiveness of the Dutch economy. All are reasons to recommend growth. 

CE (2002, p. 11) concludes that Amsterdam benefits from growth, but they 
argue that many costs are not part of the cost-benefit analyses of CPB (2002), 
which has great authority as government adviser. The uninvestigated costs relate 
to enlarging Amsterdam with new construction. CE argues that land becomes 
scarce due to the noise production of airplanes, so growth of Amsterdam be-
comes more expensive and more difficult. 
 
Academic advisers 
UvA (1992) draws the tentative conclusion that aviation contributes increasingly 
to the economy (table 6.3). It refers to different indicators to show an increasing 
share of aviation in companies’ transportation costs and an increasing share of 
aviation in aviation-dependent companies’ production costs. These results suggest 
that Schiphol has a stimulating influence on related sectors of the Dutch econ-
omy. The UvA (1992) report introduces a new argument for growth: a larger 
Schiphol enhances the service sector. Growth of the service sector at the cost of 
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industrial production means less pollution, so UvA argues that the environment 
will benefit from Schiphol’s growth (UvA 1992, p. 1). 

EUR et al. (1997) gives the largest list of positive effects of the growth of 
Schiphol without admitting negative effects. The authors are aware of many nega-
tive effects mentioned in the debate, but counter them with arguments. Like UvA 
(1992), the report argues that growth of Schiphol generates positive environ-
mental effects (EUR et al. 1997, p. 34-36) relative to their client’s activities, an or-
ganization of building constructors, since investment in Schiphol is an investment 
in infrastructure. Investment in infrastructure means more work for building con-
structors, which is a temporary positive economic effect. Better infrastructure 
generates more efficiency in the Dutch economy and less travel time.  

The RuG (1997) report is potentially the most critical. It is an attack on the 
indirect economic effects estimated by BCI, which are taken very seriously in the 
whole debate (BEA 1993; BA&H 1999; EUR et al. 1997). BCI argues that Schip-
hol generates much indirect labor by the settlement of international headquarters 
and European distribution centers near Schiphol. The RuG report claims that the 
most Schiphol-dependent industries like European distribution centers and Euro-
pean headquarters are less Schiphol-dependent than assumed in the debate (RuG 
1997, p. iv), thereby arguing that the multiplier of indirect labor effects used by 
BCI and most others is far too high (RuG 1997, p. 29). Whether there is a small 
multiplier effect remains a question. The report gives no advice and no general 
conclusion about growth of Schiphol. The central claim in the RuG report about 
indirect labor effects could serve as a strong rebuttal in the debate, but it does not 
make an explicit connection to the main claim in the debate. It attacks the main 
argument and methodology of most reports in favor of growth only implicitly. 

Nyfer (2000) argues in favor of growth of Schiphol but does not give advice. 
Nyfer acknowledges some negative effects of growth, but the focus is on the posi-
tive ones. They estimate high indirect labor effects by comparing welfare and em-
ployment in international regions with and without large airports. The results cor-
respond to previous international research that estimates multipliers of indirect 
labor and indirect added value.  

The VU (2001) report admits positive indirect welfare effects of Schiphol, but 
fails to quantify them. Indeed, how to interpret the literature review of indirect 
effects, which resembles the Nyfer review, is unclear. The VU report does not 
draw the same conclusion as Nyfer, but argues instead that many positive effects 
will be absorbed by reactions of the economy. They mainly argue how difficult it 
is to make sense of the effects and how little economists know about them. 

Compared to consultants the conclusions of most academic reports are less 
tangible. That applies to UvA (1992), RuG (1997), and VU (2001). The EUR et al. 
(1997) and Nyfer (2000) reports have concrete conclusions that tell more about 
the size and kind of positive effects, like the consultant reports do. 
 

Uncertainty is hardly an issue for consultants 

All consultants that stress the benefits of growth of Schiphol argue that the Dutch 
economy will certainly benefit from Schiphol’s growth (table 6.2). Reasonable 
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doubts are no reason to conclude with less certainty. BEA even refers to uncer-
tainty as a reason to act and support the growth of Schiphol. BEA (1993, p. 6) ar-
gues that the most likely future seems that Schiphol has to compete in a European 
or a global aviation market and that growth of Schiphol is the best alternative in 
the possible futures. It 'is in all situations better than the decision to do nothing, even in the 
current situation of strategic uncertainty.' Uncertainty is therefore a reason to act, not a 
reason to wait while striving for more certainty. 

Academic reports (table 6.3) like UvA (1992, p. 30) present conclusions with 
explicit doubts: 'many decisions about aviation assume a relation between this sector and the 
whole Dutch economy.'  As a consequence the UvA report argues that more research 
is needed to draw more certain conclusions. In the VU 2001 report a similar line 
of argument is visible. The RuG report also stresses uncertainties and doubts. The 
EUR et al. (1997) and Nyfer (2000) reports are exceptions. Both present relatively 
certain claims, although Nyfer argues that while exact quantification of effects is 
difficult, a less exact quantification suffices. 
 

Consultants stress practical rebuttals, academics deny negative effects 

Consultants 
All consultant reports mention concrete negative environmental effects or costs of 
Schiphol (table 6.2). IOO (1993) and CE (2002) stress that some costs are ne-
glected in the debate. 

Four reports pay attention to both political and economical practical condi-
tions that need to be satisfied. BEA (1993, p. 1) mentions the need for manage-
ment of negative effects, although the report concludes that positive outweigh 
negative effects. BCI (1996, p. 8-10). mentions practical preconditions to imple-
ment the process of growth. Although BCI values the positive economic impact 
of Schiphol relatively highly, it also acknowledges negative environmental effects 
of Schiphol as a rebuttal. The BA&H (1999) report mentions the responsibility of 
the government to manage the conditions for growth, since they are not quite ful-
filled. CE (2002) mentions the possibility that further growth of Amsterdam is a 
precondition for growth of Schiphol. 

Consultants unexpectedly also pay attention to methodological rebuttals. IOO 
(1993) and CE (2002) both argue that cost-benefit analysis requires a complete 
investigation of costs and benefits and that some costs are neglected. BEA argues 
for the need of a framework to analyze all effects, which is, according to BEA, a 
methodological research condition for completeness. 
 
Academic advisers 
Only two academic reports (Rug 1997; Nyfer 2000) mention concrete negative 
effects of Schiphol (table 6.3). VU (2001) poses a research question to focus on 
indirect effects, which can explain this lack of attention to negative effects. UvA 
(1992) and (EUR et al. 1997) argue one-sidedly, only mentioning positive effects 
of growth of Schiphol. That is unexpected, since academic advisers claim to be 
neutral experts.  
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Academic reports pay no attention to practical rebuttals; four of them discuss 
methodological rebuttals. RuG (1997) argues against the method to estimate indi-
rect labor effects. The Nyfer (2000) report mentions no methodological rebuttals 
with respect to their own conclusions, but is very critical about previous research 
methods, like the RuG (1997) report. The Nyfer report applies another methodol-
ogy to solve methodological problems criticized in consultant estimations. The 
VU report mentions mainly methodological rebuttals. 
 

Evaluation of the presentation of claims 

Expectations about advice are met in the Schiphol case. Consultants give more 
advice than academic advisers and their advice is more concrete. If academic ad-
visers give advice, they often recommend more or better research.   

Academic conclusions are vague if the recommendation is for more research; 
they say little about the kind and size of positive and negative economic effects. 
All consultants’ conclusions are concrete concerning economic effects. 

Three academic reports stress uncertainties as expected. Like consultants, two 
present bold claims and deny questions of uncertainty. For consultants this was 
expected, for academics it was not. 

Academic advisers pay little attention to practical rebuttals and much atten-
tion to theoretical or methodological rebuttals, but quite unexpectedly they argue 
one-sidedly with respect to the positive and negative effects. Only two reports 
mention negative effects of Schiphol’s growth. Academic neutrality becomes 
rather questionable. Consultants are more balanced with respect to positive and 
negative effects and pay more attention to practical rebuttals than expected. Un-
expectedly they also pay attention to methodological rebuttals in three reports.  
 

6.3 Consultants create reality by quantification of grounds 

Table 5.4 in the previous chapter summarizes research expectations. Consultants 
like estimations to quantify their variables, even if they are based on guesswork; 
academic advisers prefer precise measurements. Consultants present valuations; 
academic advisers prefer to be neutral advisers presenting statements of fact or 
non-controversial valuations. How well do these fit the Schiphol case? 

Tables 6.4 and 6.5 give the available quantifications of the grounds summa-
rized in table 6.1. Toulmin (1994) characterizes grounds as the arguments that give 
the claim direct support. Quantifications make grounds more concrete and there-
fore more compelling. It is more convincing to say that Schiphol generates two 
times as much employment than that Schiphol generates “more” employment. 

Central positive welfare effects in the debate are direct and indirect labor ef-
fects and the related direct and indirect added value generated by Schiphol. Both 
positive effects are estimated and used as argument for growth, since these posi-
tive or desirable welfare effects will grow when Schiphol grows. Many reports es-
timate total labor effects with help of multipliers. When the multiplier of total la-
bor is one, it means that there is one indirect laborer employed around Schiphol 
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for every laborer employed at Schiphol directly. Schiphol generates employment 
for suppliers (backward linkages) and for its users (forward linkages). Indirect la-
bor is defined differently in some reports, but in tables 6.4 and 6.5 all labor that is 
not direct but still caused by Schiphol is treated as indirect labor. IOO (1993) and 
RuG (1997) mention indirect state support, but RuG without quantification. Table 
6.4 shows consultants’ quantifications, table 6.5 academic advisers’ quantifications. 

 
Table 6.4: quantification of grounds by consultants 

 Consultants 
Client: 
Author: 

SNM 

IOO (1993) 

PMMS 

BEA (1993) 

TNLI 

BCI (1996) 

EZ (ministry) 

BA&H (1999) 

City A’dam 

CE (2002) 

Estimations for year: 1990 1990 1995 1995 Not specified 

Direct labor effects 46.0001 38.000 38.680 41.600 -- 

Indirect labor suppliers -- 18.000 26.580 26.250 -- 

Indirect labor users -- 16.000 19.500 19.000 -- 

Total labor effects -- 72.000 84.760 87.750 Mainly direct 

Multiplier total labor 

effect Schiphol 

-- 0,9 1,2 1,2 (cited) Low 

Added value Hfl. 4,8 billion2 -- Hfl 9,5 billion Hfl. 10,0 billion -- 

Indirect added value -- -- Hfl. 4,0 billion Hfl. 5,0 billion -- 

Total added value (at-

tributed to Schiphol) 

-- Hfl. 8,6 billion Hfl. 13,5 billion Hfl. 15,0 billion -- 

Indirect state support 

(lost taxes) 

Hfl. 0,5-2 bil-

lion 

-- -- -- -- 

1 Employed in whole Dutch Aviation sector; 2 Added value whole Dutch Aviation sector 

 
Table 6.5: quantification of grounds by academic advisers 

 Universities 
Client: 
Author: 

ATAN 

UVA (1992) 

AVBB 

EUR et al. (97) 

Actie S. 

RuG (1997) 

CEO Schiphol 

Nyfer (2000) 

RLD 

VU (2001) 

Estimations for year: -- 1995 1995 1997 -- 

Direct labor effects -- 41.600 38.500 1500 per mil. 

passenger 

movements 

-- 

Indirect labor suppliers -- 26.250 -- -- -- 

Indirect labor users -- 19.900 -- -- -- 

Total labor effects Positive 87.750 Far less than 

85.000 

3000 (5800)1 

per mil. pas. m 

-- 

Multiplier total labor 

effect Schiphol 

1,5-1,75 

(based on 

citations) 

1,2 (cited)  Lower than in 

other reports  

1 (3)1 Less than 2 

(based on 

citations) 

Added value -- Hfl. 10 billion Hfl. 9,5 billion -- -- 

Indirect added value -- Hfl. 5 billion -- -- -- 

Total added value (at-

tributed to Schiphol) 

-- Hfl. 15 billion Less than 

Hfl. 13,5 billion 

Hfl. 0,7 billion 

per mil. pas. m 

-- 

Indirect state support -- -- -- -- -- 

1 Figures in brackets are temporal during process of growth 
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Most consultants estimate economic effects themselves 

Consultant reports 
Table 6.4 shows that most consultant reports estimate Schiphol’s labor effects and 
added value. With these quantifications they create a more concrete representation 
of an economic reality. Quantifications – both positive and negative – give the 
economic impact of Schiphol more presence.  

The IOO (1993) report is very focused in its argument. Only indisputable 
positive effects like direct employment and direct added value of the aviation sec-
tor are considered. Figures about indirect effects that are central to most other re-
ports have no real importance to the argument in this report. The main argument 
in the IOO (1993) report is that Schiphol is supported by the government via tax 
reductions. These reductions are quantified to count them as social costs, since all 
costs have to be considered in a social cost-benefit analysis. 

The estimations in BEA (1993) differ in degree from the other reports. BEA 
(1993) estimates a relatively low multiplier of indirect labor compared to the other 
reports. As a consequence the indirect added value estimate is also relatively low. 

Compared to the BEA report, BCI (1996) estimates the positive effects like 
the multiplier of indirect labor and the importance Schiphol’s attracting other 
companies to settle somewhat higher. Their estimations of direct and indirect 
added value and employment generated by Schiphol are used by BA&H (1999) 
and EUR et al. (1997). 

BA&H (1999) presents estimates similar to BCI, but based on a later BCI 
publication. They estimate the direct effects a bit higher. Estimated values of indi-
rect added value are somewhat higher, indirect labor effects somewhat lower. 

CE (2002) uses CPB’s estimate. The report makes a sort of apology for not 
estimating economic costs themselves in criticizing CPB for underestimating 
many of Schiphol’s social costs. The reason they give is ‘lack of time’ (CE 2002, p. 
11). 
 
Academic reports 
Table 6.5 shows that academic advisers give fewer estimates in their reports. They 
concentrate on direct effects and research about indirect effects, like RuG (1997) 
and Nyfer (2000), is presented with extensive methodological justification. Little 
consensus nonetheless exists in academic advisers’ estimates, in spite of their aca-
demic methods. 

The UvA (1992) report is critical about the exactness of estimates of indirect 
employment since the multipliers of indirect labor differ too much from previous 
research to be reliable. UvA (1992) estimates a relatively high labor effect com-
pared to subsequent consultant estimates (BEA 1993; BCI 1996). 

The EUR et al. (1997) report does not refer to its own research. It uses BCI 
research results to estimate positive employment effects, but does so without criti-
cal reflection. In that respect EUR et al. (1997) is an exceptional academic report. 

The RuG (1997) report concludes that distribution firms and international 
headquarters in the Schiphol region are not dependent on Schiphol’s growth. If 
Schiphol doubled its flights, it would have no effect on the sales and profits of 
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nearly 90 percent of what are considered the most Schiphol-dependent distribu-
tion firms. The remaining 10 percent could expect small effects on sales or profits 
at most. The indirect labor effects of Schiphol are estimated even lower. Ninety-
seven percent of the firms expect no positive effects on their employment from 
Schiphol’s doubling of flights. The multiplier is thus close to zero. On the detailed 
level of indirect effects the RuG (1997) report makes a well supported though not 
quite convincing claim. The RuG report has had little effect in the debate.  

The Nyfer (2000) report draws quite different conclusions with a different 
methodology. It estimates the multiplier of indirect labor for Schiphol at 1 on a 
structural basis and 3 during the process of investment in growth (Nyfer 2000, p. 
109-112; p. 129). They estimate indirect added value at Hfl. 0.7 billion per million 
passenger movements. In 1995 Schiphol had about 25 million passenger move-
ments (Nyfer 2000, p. 37), which would imply a total added value of 17.5 billion 
(Nyfer 2000, p. 130; p. 113), a figure higher than the highest consultant estima-
tion.  

VU (2001) does not estimate much. The report cites many impact studies 
without drawing many quantitative conclusions. They indicate the size of the mul-
tiplier of the total labor effect by arguing that it will be less than 2 (VU 2001, p. 
110), which also suggests a high multiplier compared to consultants’ estimates. 
Academic estimates are thus both lower and higher than consultant estimates and 
they show lack of consensus. 
 

Consultants present positive and negative effects more balanced 

The hypothesis about grounds in table 5.4 in the previous chapter states that con-
sultants use explicit valuations in their argument and academic advisers do not. 
This hypothesis is not visible in the Schiphol debate regarding academic advisers. 
Academic advisers and consultants both value effects, but differently, and only 
two academic reports acknowledge negative effects (table 6.1). Some illustrations 
follow. 

Most grounds in the debate are presented as positive or negative effects of 
Schiphol (table 6.1). Presenting an effect as positive or negative or the conclusion 
that positive outweigh negative effects both imply valuation. Most consultants and 
academic advisers make this evaluative claim. The UvA (1992) and the EUR et al. 
(1997) report are most extreme, since they ignore negative effects altogether. That 
certainly is a controversial valuation. UvA (1992) and EUR et al. (1997) try to re-
define negative environmental effects of Schiphol and apply the technique of dis-
sociation (Perelman 1982, p. 126). They argue that in the long run and from a 
more general perspective, Schiphol stimulates travel efficiency, growth of the ser-
vice sector and technological innovation, which will result in less pollution from a 
macro perspective. Because the service sector causes less pollution than industry, 
total pollution decreases when Schiphol grows. EUR et al. (1997) also argue that 
the evaluation of pollution should be international. The report argues that growth 
restrictions for Schiphol can cause inefficiencies that result in more international 
pollution in the end. They argue that pollution caused by the growth of Schiphol 
is more apparent than real, thereby denying the existence of negative effects. 
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However, the strategy of RuG (1997) is to deny positive effects. Academic advis-
ers seem more comfortable arguing that something is not rather than something is. 

None of the consultant reports explicitly denies the negative value of envi-
ronmental effects of Schiphol like UvA (1992) and EUR et al. (1997). Most con-
sultants arguing in favor of growth acknowledge the relevance of the position of 
the environmental movement and argue for measures to manage negative effects. 
Consultants also define new negative effects that have to be considered in the de-
bate, explicitly labeled as social costs like the loss of tax income due to tax reduc-
tions (IOO 1993) or the limitations for the growth of Amsterdam (CE 2002). 
They more often attribute negative values to effects compared to academics. 
 

Evaluation of the use of grounds 

The results regarding consultants align with the formulated hypothesis. Consult-
ants estimate the economic effects of Schiphol by means of figures that can be 
understood relatively easily, like the total employment that results from Schiphol 
or the reduction of taxes. Consultants’ estimates about indirect effects are close to 
each other, given the margin of error. Consultants create a credible but not neces-
sarily true representation of the world. They make their message concrete. Con-
sultants try to picture a world in order to act in that world. In their overall picture 
positive and negative effects are considered in a balanced way compared to aca-
demic reports.  

The results regarding academic advisers do not align with the formulated hy-
pothesis regarding the use of grounds. Within the debate about labor effects aca-
demic advisers show different faces with their estimates, which makes their posi-
tion ambiguous. They argue that consultants estimate labor effects much too high 
(RuG 1997) others that previous estimates differ too much (UvA 1992; VU 2001) 
and some suggest the highest multipliers in the debate (UvA 1992; Nyfer 2000; 
VU 2001). EUR et al. (1997) cites consultant estimates without any critical discus-
sion. Only the technique of estimating illustrates the research expectation: UvA 
(1992), RuG (1997), Nyfer (2000) and VU (2001) apply academic techniques, but 
this does not guarantee consensus. 

Valuation of positive and negative effects by academic advisers is less bal-
anced than valuation by consultants. They deny positive (RuG 1997) or negative 
effects (UvA 1992; EUR et al. 1997). Only two academic reports consider both 
positive and negative effects in a more balanced way.  

 

6.4 Consultants prefer common sense warrants 

The positive economic effects of Schiphol are grounds supporting the conclusion 
that Schiphol should grow because its growth implies growth of positive effects, 
given that negative effects do not outweigh them. The implicit warrant for this 
conclusion is that “a positive sum of economic effects is desirable.” The reason-
able connection between grounds is implicit, while the conclusion is explicit. 
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Since warrants often meet general acceptance, most are left implicit in argu-
mentation (Toulmin 1979, p. 100; p. 114). Warrants give only indirect support, 
guaranteeing a reasonable connection between grounds and conclusion. It should 
therefore always be possible to make warrants explicit with this reasonable con-
nection. If not, the argumentation is flawed. Implicit warrants of table 6.1 legiti-
mizing the connection between the main claims and first-level grounds and be-
tween first-level grounds and second-level grounds are made explicit in table 6.6. 

 
Table 6.6: Warrants used in reports about the future of Schiphol 

Consultants Academics  

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Warrants that refer to motives or values           

Conditional growth of Schiphol is desirable because of the positive sum of 

effects 

 X X X X      

Growth of Schiphol is desirable because of the positive sum of effects       X    

It is undesirable that growth of Schiphol makes the growth of Amsterdam 

impossible; it requires measures to prevent that 

    X      

2nd level It is undesirable that growth of Schiphol harms the environment; 

it requires measures to protect the environment 

 X X X X      

           

Warrants that refer to explicit criteria, norms or laws           

2nd level Criteria to apply cost-benefit analysis should be followed X    X      

 Explicit framework of effects to judge economic impact is neces-

sary to argue for the completeness of integral judgment 

 X         

 Methodological criteria that guarantee reliability of results should 

be followed to estimate welfare effects 

     X  X X X

 Appropriate equilibrium theories are necessary to estimate wel-

fare effects reliably 

         X

           

Warrants that refer to causality or means-end relations:           

The history of growth of Schiphol shows its growing economic impact as a 

regularity 

     X X    

Growth is a helpful means to meet the requirements of a competitive airport 

in a global market 

 X X X   X  X  

A competitive service level of the Schiphol region is a necessary means for 

growth 

 X  X       

2nd level There is a causal relation between growth Schiphol and positive 

effects like more added value, employment, settlement, etc. 

X X X X X X X X X X

 There is a causal relation between investments in growth of 

Schiphol and temporal positive effects 

      X  X  

 There is a causal relation between growth Schiphol and negative 

effects like pollution, safety risks, scarcity of land, etc. 

X X X X X   X X  

 Schiphol’s size and service need to meet threshold values to 

make growth effective as means to become competitive 

 X  X       

 
The claim that Schiphol should grow conditionally is supported by the ground 
that conditional growth generates a positive sum of effects. The warrant is that the 
positive sum of effects generated by conditional growth is desirable: the first war-
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rant presented in table 6.6. An alternative advice claim is that growth of Schiphol 
is always beneficial because there are no negative effects (EUR et al. 1997). The 
implicit warrant here is different, since it connects other statements: even uncondi-
tional growth generates desirable effects. 

The table divides the warrants into three groups. Those referring to values or 
motives are presented first. Warrants referring to criteria, norms or laws are pre-
sented next. The third group of warrants refers to assumed regularities, causalities 
and theories.  

Do consultants and academic advisers argue like they say they do regarding 
the use of warrants (chapter 5)? The hypothesis presented at the end of chapter 5 
states that academics make more extensive use of theoretical explanations based 
on assumed causal relations, whereas consultants are minimal users of theory re-
ferring more to motives, values, and economic criteria in their arguments. 
 

Consultants use motivational arguments more critical 

Argumentation that refers to the desirability of one alternative compared to other 
alternatives is typical for consultants. They value the desirability and the possible 
risks of alternative policies. Consultants use the warrant that growth of economic 
welfare is desirable and that threats have to be dealt with. They argue that it is de-
sirable to increase competitiveness of Schiphol by its growth. These motivational 
arguments are used less by academic advisers in the Schiphol debate, which corre-
sponds to the expectations in table 5.4. 

 
Consultant reports 
Most consultant reports refer to a desirable future state caused by the growth of 
Schiphol. The desirable state is characterized by means of its ‘advantages’ (BEA 
1993, p. 4; BA&H 1999, p. 4-5). CE (2002) devotes the subtitle of their report to 
the question of Amsterdam’s ‘benefit’ from growth of Schiphol. They answer it will, 
but warn about the neglected costs of disadvantages for Amsterdam. Three con-
sultant reports use the warrant that negative environmental effects have to be 
managed, since these effects are undesirable. Consultants thus use motivational 
arguments to convince their clients to take measures, to “do” something like 
BA&H (1999, p. 16): if Schiphol cannot grow, it results in a ‘danger for the economy of 
the Schiphol region’  

All consultants assume that conditional growth of Schiphol is desirable. That 
is the first warrant in table 6.6. However, BEA (1993), BCI (1996), BA&H (1999) 
and CE (2002) identify environmental threats to the realization of desirable 
growth, their second level motivational warrant in table 6.6. They thus warn and 
push in their recommendations to direct their client to the desirable future state 
they imagine.  

The last two motives refer to managing disadvantages of growth. Many con-
sultants stress the importance of taking more interests into account. BEA (1993, 
p. 10) refers to environmental constraints, and a separate research project to in-
vestigate the economic effects of the growth alternative most beneficial to the en-
vironment. BCI (1996, p. 48-50) refers to political and consumer trends, in which 
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an increasing care for environment is mentioned, and a possible tax regime to bet-
ter protect the environment. CE is most explicit in this respect, arguing that Am-
sterdam has to ask for more consideration of its own negative effects to manage 
the social costs.  

CE (2002, p. 10) is pragmatic in the sense that they admit that there is always 
a trade off possible between environmental constraints and economic effects. It is 
important to stress the costs of the environmental effects in the debate to relate 
them to positive economic effects, but the latter undermine large environmental 
constraints. The price of environmental care cannot be too high. 

 
Academic reports 
The ethos of academics is to leave the decision about what is and what is not de-
sirable to the client. As expected they refer less to these kinds of arguments than 
consultants in the Schiphol debate, but one report does (table 6.6). EUR et al. 
(1997) is exceptional in two ways: it presents motivational arguments explicitly and 
presents them one-sidedly, i.e., in favor of unrestricted growth of Schiphol. 
 

Consultants stress completeness as criterion 

Some values like the appreciation of a neutral attitude or the intent to help a client 
with sound recommendations can be more specifically translated into criteria. Cri-
teria are, for example, that all costs should be considered in a cost-benefit analysis, 
or that academic research gives the same results when it is replicated. What are the 
criteria, norms or laws consultants and academic advisers refer to? Do consultants 
refer more to controversial economic criteria, principles or laws than academic 
advisers as expected in table 5.4? 
 
Consultant reports 
Consultants refer to criteria in the Schiphol debate that belong to normative 
methodology, like the principle of considering all costs and benefits (table 6.6). It 
is a completeness criterion. Consultants argue that their results should give a good 
indication, but precision is not their ultimate end. It is not a problem to estimate 
certain effects somewhat too high or too low, but it is a serious problem to forget 
a category of effects. The above summarizes their “quick-and-dirty” approach. 

IOO (1993) and CE (2002) criticize those who argue in favor of growth of 
Schiphol without mentioning negative effects and costs. IOO (1993, p. 13) shows 
that state support is neglected until considering the costs of investments in air-
ports. They argue that ‘[u]nder these circumstances, a careful cost-benefit analysis is neces-
sary.’ “Careful” means considering all relevant categories. Research that neglects 
state support in a cost-benefit analysis violates this principle. Decisions based on 
incomplete cost-benefit analysis of investments in Schiphol are not well founded. 

CE (2002) argues differently. It admits that the benefits of growth are so huge 
that costs will be less, even though underestimated. They consider it necessary, 
however, to take all costs into account to appropriately manage the social costs or 
negative effects. Reduction of social costs contributes to welfare and therefore 
should not be neglected. 
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BEA (1993, p. 30) tries to make explicit which effects are taken into account 
by presenting a frame of reference for evaluating all economic effects. The BEA 
report distinguishes three levels of economic effects on a micro, meso and macro 
level, and identifies the effects considered on each level. It makes their analysis 
transparent and is an argument for analytical completeness. 
  
Academic reports 
Academic advisers refer to criteria of positive methodology (table 6.6). They criti-
cize inconsistencies or imprecision in estimating the multiplier of indirect labor. 
Only EUR et al. (1997) considers the estimates consultants make reliable enough 
to refer to in a positive way. While academic advisers may apply many criteria to 
do sound research, they show no consensus regarding method and results. 

UvA (1992, p. 30) argues that estimates of multipliers should become more 
reliable to strengthen the argument for decisions about investments in Schiphol. 
The authors acknowledge serious indications that Schiphol generates substantial 
welfare effects, but point to the methodological weaknesses in this argument too. 
The RuG (1997) report devotes 25 percent of its length to justifying its alternative 
method. 

RuG researchers argue that effects of Schiphol’s growth should influence the 
value of companies, referring to elements like profit, sales, number of employees, 
and share price (RuG 1997, p. 20). Growth of Schiphol has little effect on those 
indicators. Therefore they argue that the methodology of BCI consultants, and 
consequently many other reports, overestimates indirect welfare effects. 

Nyfer (2000, p. 97) uses different methodological criteria to argue in favor of 
a statistical analysis of the relationship between settlement or employment and 
size or growth of an airport. They argue that questionnaires give less reliable re-
sults than international comparison of regions with and without mainports or air-
ports.  

VU (2001, p. 121) mainly argues that indirect effects are hard to estimate be-
cause of the many interdependencies between variables in the economy: ‘There is 
probably no general equilibrium model available’ that enables a sophisticated estimation 
of all these effects. VU 2001 cites much previous research without drawing many 
conclusions because the results are not reliable. VU 2000 refers to the criteria that 
effects should not be counted twice and that advantages should not be focused on 
without taking into account disadvantages of the same effect (VU 2001, p. 122). 

 

Consultants refer more to common sense in their arguments by causality 

All reports in the Schiphol debate use arguments by regularity or causality. Argu-
ments by regularity are historical, and based on ongoing trends. An argument by 
regularity assumes that past regularities will continue in the future. Arguments by 
causality assume a causal or a means-end relation. Academic advisers do not use 
these arguments more often than consultants, but relate their causal argumenta-
tion to theories not mentioned by consultants. The expectation of table 5.4 based 
on academic and consultant ethos is thus visible in the practice of both profes-
sions. 
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Consultant reports 
All reports address many direct and indirect effects of Schiphol. Reference to 
these positive or negative effects implies causality. Most reports argue that the ef-
fects increase with the growth of Schiphol (table 6.6). In this respect argumenta-
tion between consultants and academic advisers is the same. Regularities are also 
part of the arguments of consultants and academics, but consultants do not con-
sider the long time horizon of academics, who use historical arguments. Instead of 
a historical orientation, consultants are more aware of recent trends and develop-
ments (BCI 1996). They also refer to the current strategic balance between com-
petitors (BEA 1993; BCI 1996; BA&H 1999). 

BEA (1993, p. 4) stresses that some competitors realize their growth strategies 
better than Schiphol. BCI (1996, p. 56) argues that many transportation alterna-
tives are possible but alternatives with Schiphol in a strong position realize the 
largest positive welfare effects. It is an argument for a strategy to position of Schi-
phol as an international mainport and for growth as a condition to remain com-
petitive. The BA&H (1999) report mentions the strong competitive force of the 
other European mainports, but also stresses that the government is responsible 
for creating Schiphol’s growth conditions, like the competitive service level of the 
Schiphol region.  
 
Academic reports 
Academic advisers refer more to sophisticated theory to legitimize causality (table 
6.6), even though advice reports do not require it. A first example is UvA’s (1992, 
5-9) historical argumentation, which covers the development of the Dutch econ-
omy to a service economy over a period of 30 years: longer than most trend analy-
ses by consultants. The authors of the UvA report argue that service economies 
are more dependent on the aviation sector than agricultural and industrial econo-
mies. Therefore Schiphol’s importance for the Dutch economy will grow. 

The reference to the concept of comparative advantage (EUR et al. 1997, p. 
7) is another illustration of academic sophistication in discussing causality. The 
warrant is not visible in table 6.6, because it is an argument is on the third level in 
table 6.1. This theory of Ricardo explains the causality that Rotterdam Seaport and 
Schiphol Airport give the Dutch economy an advantage over other European 
economies. The Dutch economy had historically a comparative advantage by its 
many rivers and central European position. Rotterdam Seaport has benefited from 
and contributed to this Dutch comparative advantage for centuries. Schiphol can 
have a similar impact. The argument is strengthened by the fact that Schiphol and 
Rotterdam Seaport work increasingly together. The strategic advantage of a big 
seaport with a first-class airport cannot be overvalued is their central message.  
 

Evaluation of the use of warrants 

As expected consultants use motivational warrants more than academic advisers in 
the Schiphol debate. Both professions use methodological criteria, which is unex-
pected for consultants. Consultant criteria belong to normative economic meth-
odology, academic criteria to positive methodology. Also unexpected is the lack of 
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consensus academics have about criteria and methods to estimate indirect effects. 
That makes the methodological criteria they refer to rather controversial. 

The use of arguments by causality or regularity is as expected. Consultants re-
fer more to a common sense understanding of causalities, whereas academic ad-
visers add more sophisticated theoretical insights to their causal arguments. 

 

6.5 Consultant backing is quick-and-dirty 

Backings confirm the existence or truth of grounds and warrants. Grounds giving 
strong evidence for a conclusion are not necessarily true. Their truth can be 
backed by reference to observation, a document or experience. Chapter 5 con-
cluded that consultants often refer to experience, observations, and oral sources to 
back their arguments. Academic advisers rely on scientific method to provide evi-
dence for their arguments. Scientific reference to previous research is a popular 
method. How do both professions back their arguments in the Schiphol debate? 
Table 6.7 summarizes their methods. 
 
Table 6.7: Sources as backing for statements in reports about the growth of Schiphol 

Consultants Academics  

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Text sources           

References to scientific research (reports, books, articles) X    X X X X X X

References to (policy) reports by consultants or private organizations X X X X X X X X X X

References to policy texts or laws written by government/ministries X X   X X X  X X

References to annual reports X        X X

References to public statistics or public databases X X X X  X   X  

References to newspapers       X  X  

References according to scientific standards X X  X X X X X X X

           

References to more than 50 different sources       X  X X

References to 20 – 50 different sources X X    X  X   

References to less than 20 sources   X X X      

           

Technical sources           

Own calculation of welfare effects X X X   X     

Use of statistical techniques to estimate effects         X  

Application of economic model(s)         X X

           

Oral or experience based sources           

Reference to own expertise, experience, interpretation or view authors  X X X X      

Face to face (expert) interviews     X   X   

Group discussions  X        X

Tele-interviews or enquiry        X   

Use of consultancy database    X        
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Consultants refer more to experience and less to scientific research 

Citations 
The results of table 6.7 correspond to the research expectation of table 5.4 that 
academics follow the scientific method concerning frequency and precision of ci-
tations. It is the most dominant technique of backing in academic reports about 
Schiphol. The number of references in academic reports is on average three times 
higher than consultant reports. The selection of sources is also different. Aca-
demic advisers refer to many academic works and academic theories. The Nyfer 
(2000) and VU (2001) reports, for example, refer to theories of Krugman. The VU 
(2001) report has the most references to sophisticated academic theories. If con-
sultants do refer to a scientific source, it is a single dissertation (IOO 1993) or aca-
demic report (CE 2002). References to the other genres like consultant reports, 
government texts and annual reports of Schiphol are more frequent, even though 
academic advisers are still more active in looking at these text sources as well. 
Only public databases and statistics are more often used by consultants. Consult-
ants prefer the economic and political sources generated within these fields more 
than those of academic research. There are thus differences in the kind of refer-
ences and the frequency of reference. 

The third difference is that academics present references in their reports as if 
they were writing for an academic audience, one of their habits. Consultants fol-
low the same standard but less accurately. The BCI (1996) report shows this most 
clearly in making no scientific references at all. Sometimes the BCI (1996) report 
refers to an author or institution in the text and sometimes it gives information 
with figures and tables, but the references do not meet scientific standards. 
 
Statistics, calculations and economic models 
Calculation of welfare effects is common in consultants’ reports: IOO (1993), 
BEA (1993) and BCI (1996) base their conclusions on their own calculations (ta-
ble 6.7). Only UvA (1992) also applies this technique. VU (2001) applies economic 
models to identify the causality between Schiphol and its indirect effects, but they 
cannot find effects this way. Nyfer (2000) generates grounds with a statistical 
model that helps estimate indirect labor effects in a scientific way. Even though 
they criticize how consultants back their guesses, their results are even more opti-
mistic than the “quick-and-dirty” consultant estimates. 
 
Experience-based sources 
Table 6.7 shows the expectation of table 5.4 that consultants refer more to experi-
ence than academics. BCI consultants refer to a large company database of accu-
mulated knowledge, for example. Most consultants are willing to estimate, inter-
pret, and suggest the best course of action for their client, which can be Amster-
dam, Schiphol or the national government, even though they cannot legitimize in 
a scientific way. When it is the best interpretation or suggestion possible, they will 
not hesitate to use it. Their experience, expertise or authority is the backing in 
these cases. 



   168 

Academics know much, but do not refer to their personal knowledge like 
consultants. The EUR et al. (1997) report gives advice, and is also very opiniative, 
but personal views are not referred to as a source. The authors of the EUR report 
look for “objective” sources that support their own opinions. They prefer sources 
like published research, since they consider publication a sign of quality, but they 
also refer to consultants’ reports. Academics rarely interpret numbers like consult-
ants and do not give personal estimates or expert guesses in the Schiphol debate. 
The VU (2001) report, for example, refers to many consultant estimates of indi-
rect labor effects, but rarely their own. Similarly RuG (1997) criticizes calculations 
of indirect labor effects, but does not give its own. They conclude that previous 
estimates are too high, but refer to McKinsey to legitimize their own method to 
measure the value of firms, which is somewhat ironical.  

We would expect consultants to more often interview their environment. In 
the Schiphol case, however, they rarely do. Interviews are mentioned in the con-
sultant report by CE (2002) and also in the RuG (1997) report, meaning no differ-
ence in approach. We would also expect the use of group discussions, but there 
are few signs of that approach. Only BEA (1993, p.10) mentions an advisery 
committee and a large supervisory committee whose participants contributed to 
discussions about the report. I cannot explain why they do not mention these ap-
proaches more. In my experience, interviews and group discussions are very im-
portant in consultant research. 
 

Consultants give common sense backing to value statements 

The backing of value statements is concerned with whether and how much effects 
are really positive or negative. The research expectation is that academics are not 
involved in these controversial value debates, whereas consultants are. However, 
academic advisers participate in these debates and they try to back controversial 
statements in unexpected ways. 

Environmental effects, a political issue, are the most controversial in the Schi-
phol debate. The many complaints about the noise of arriving or departing air-
planes are commonly accepted as negative effects. All consultants and some aca-
demic advisers refer to them as negative effects in their reports, even when they 
argue in favor of growth of Schiphol. Many positive welfare effects are also com-
monly accepted. Two academic reports (UvA 1992; EUR et al. 1997) argue in a 
controversial way about the negative character of these environmental effects. The 
EUR report is most extreme by arguing that the underlying effects like noise or 
pollution would not increase with the growth of Schiphol, thus crossing the 
boundary of common sense understanding. They back their claim by changing the 
horizon of investigation. If people cannot fly from Schiphol, they will fly from 
another airport; Schiphol is modern and modern airports cause less environmental 
damage than less modern ones. In a similar way RuG (1997) tries to redefine the 
positive indirect labor effect of Schiphol as non-existent. They argue that there is 
insufficient backing for this claim, as opposed to common sense belief. 

A second controversy is about the costs of Schiphol, since they are underes-
timated or not valued as costs (IOO 1993; CE 2002). Consultants again refer to 
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common sense: why are taxes not considered, or why are the costs for Amsterdam 
not considered? In the debate these arguments do not make a difference due to 
the general feeling that the benefits still dominate. CE (2002, p. 10) argues: ‘it 
would be naïve to consider environmental constraints as rock-solid’ such that they would not 
be given up if the importance of economic effects dominates. It is therefore nec-
essary to estimate positive and negative effects appropriately, since over-
estimation of economic benefits would suppress the impact of environmental 
constraints, even when acknowledged. This debate is therefore about the balance 
between positive economic effects and negative environmental effects, and the 
urgency of managing negative effects.  
  

Evaluation of the use of backings 

The backings of positive statements are as expected. Academic advisers refer to 
text sources more than consultants. Academic advisers prefer academic sources; 
consultants refer more to policy reports and public statistics. Academic advisers 
also use more advanced techniques of estimating, like statistics and economic 
models. Consultants refer more to experience-based sources and common sense 
beliefs. Though the expectations are illustrated in general, that interviews and 
groupdiscussions are mentioned so little by consultants in the Schiphol case was 
unexpected, but also that academic advisers are involved in backing controversial 
statements about the positive or negative character of effects. 
 

6.6 Consultants stress the highlights in their reports 

The reflections on presentation in chapter 5 are that consultants give advice a 
dominant position in their reports and present conclusions most expressively with 
headings, textboxes, diagrams or tables. Academic reports are expected to have 
more sections on methodological or theoretical issues. Do reports in the Schiphol 
debate meet these expectations? Table 6.8 presents the differences. The first 
group of rows shows where and how conclusions and advice are presented. The 
second group of rows addresses the key line based on the order of the main chap-
ters. The third group of rows presents the special means of accentuation like 
headings, highlighted texts, and the use of tables and figures. 
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Table 6.8: Differences in structure and presentation of Schiphol reports 
Consultants Academics  

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Conclusions and advice           

Summary or introduction with conclusions and/or recommendations X X X X X  X X X X

Conclusions and/or recommendations (also) in the last section X X X  X X X   X

           

Key line and subsections           

Key line has a methodological structure      X  X  X

Key line of main sections presents different kinds of economic impact X X X X X  X  X  

One or more (sub)-sections on methodology or approach X X      X X X

One or more (sub)-sections on theory before application      X   X X

           

Means of accentuation           

Overall impression: the report has an expressive/conclusive writing style X X X X X      

Conclusions or questions in headings X X X X X    X  

Central claims in textboxes or in bold   X X X       

Details or elaborations in textboxes         X  

Use of diagrams for illustration ‘logic’ or line of argument X X X X       

Use of diagrams to illustrate theory  X       X X

Use of diagrams and/or tables to present results X X X X  X X X X X

Use of tables to summarize own conclusions X X X X   X    

Use of tables to evaluate with symbols (+;-) or with words  X X X   X    

 

Consultants devote more text to recommendations 

Do consultants express their recommendations or conclusions more boldly com-
pared to academic advisers? Consultants do as they say, but academic advisers do 
almost the same as consultants (table 6.8). Both professions consider it important 
to summarize their results at the beginning of the report. The preference for a 
management summary is part of an academic adviser’s practice. Most consultants 
and two academic advisers present their conclusions both in an executive sum-
mary and at the end of the report. The only structural difference is that consult-
ants present recommendations more extensively in the last section of the report. 
Most academic advisers do not give recommendations, as previously discussed.  

Only the RuG (1997) report illustrates the expectation of table 5.4 that aca-
demic advisers stress methodology over conclusions. The report is exceptional 
though: all interpretation about conclusions is left to the client and the conclusion 
is hidden behind methodology and research sections. The choices made in the 
RuG report have rhetorical consequences. A client can be impressed by all this 
methodology, but the final message remains hidden. Can the client figure it out? 
Conclusions are more important in this debate than anything else, consultants 
would say. Some academic advisers have integrated this view in their practice, 
however. 
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Consultants dislike the methodological structure preferred by academics 

Consultants consider it most appropriate when chapters between introduction and 
conclusion give direct support to the main conclusion. This structure is good from 
the perspective of a client, who is interested in conclusions, advice, and direct 
support (Minto 1995, p. 15). Consultants’ reports on Schiphol show that they 
write this way. Academics prefer a different structure, which elaborates on theory 
and presents all results together in one main section (table 6.8). This preference is 
still visible in three academic reports about Schiphol (UvA 1992; RuG 1997 and 
VU 2001). The other two academic advisers, EUR et al. (1997) and Nyfer (2000), 
structure the main sections in their reports according to consultants’ preferences 
mentioned above. 

 
Consultant reports 
All consultant reports devote main sections to the different kinds of positive and 
negative effects (table 6.8). IOO (1993) presents different kinds of state support 
for Schiphol. These are social costs, or negative effects of Schiphol neglected in 
the debate. BEA (1993) estimates the effects of Schiphol on the micro, meso and 
macro levels in three main sections. BCI (1996) identifies strategic effects (com-
petitiveness of the Dutch economy) and economic effects (labor effects, etc.). 
BA&H (1999) discuss three effects in the main sections: Schiphol supports the 
knowledge economy, provides the necessary service to be a competitive region to 
settle, and generates employment. CE (2002) argues that Schiphol’s growth has 
consequences for Amsterdam and devotes sections to it. 

 
Academic reports 
In the three more traditional academic reports the key line starts with theoretical 
elaborations (table 6.8). The UvA (1992) report presents first an investigation of 
economic effects based on literature and second two sections based on CBS statis-
tics. The RuG (1997) report presents a literature review and then results from an 
enquiry first and interviews second. The VU (2001) report discusses indirect wel-
fare effects of Schiphol first from a theoretical perspective and then from a meth-
odological perspective. After these theoretical investigations the report summa-
rizes results from international and national research in a section. 

Two academic reports eschew this traditional academic structure. The first 
section in the EUR (1997) report mentions the general argument about the rela-
tionship between welfare and mainport activities. The main claim is that growth of 
mainport activities will cause welfare growth, since welfare is related to mainport 
activities (EUR 1997, p. 13). This causality is derived from historical investiga-
tions. The subsequent sections are about this causality. Section 2 presents recent 
research that shows causality between infrastructure and economic growth in gen-
eral. This causality is applied to the different welfare effects of Schiphol in section 
3. Section 4 estimates expected welfare effects of different future strategies of in-
vestments in Schiphol. The strong focus on the causality argument makes the 
EUR report expressive, and by its repetition very persuasive as well, although the 
argument is, as previously discussed, unbalanced. 
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The Nyfer (2000) report needs three sections to begin discussion of the eco-
nomic impact of Schiphol. First it discusses deregulation, then key figures regard-
ing Schiphol and third, future scenarios of European airports. After this long in-
troduction (60 pages) comes discussion of economic effects in the remaining 70 
pages. It discusses settlement effects in section 4 and regional economic effects in 
section 5. 
 

No extensive consultant elaboration on theory 

Not the attention to but the extensiveness of methodological discussion is exclu-
sively academic. The focus of RuG (1997), Nyfer (2000) and VU (2001) is on the 
certainty and validity of their own claims, and claims in previous research. Con-
sultants presenting their approach do not discuss the same methodological issues 
as academics. IOO (1993) discusses their method to estimate indirect state sup-
port. BEA (1993) discusses criteria for judging welfare effects of Schiphol. The 
consultant’s attention to methodology in sections or subsections was unexpected. 

The academic preference for theoretical elaboration is visible in the UvA 
(1992) report, which first elaborates on the development of the service sector  
compared to agricultural and industrial activities. It is also visible in the 60 pages 
of discussion about economic effects in the Nyfer (2000) and VU (2001) reports, 
which elaborate extensively on welfare effects (table 6.8).  
 

Consultants write more expressively than academic advisers 

Headings 
Academic advisers mostly use headings in reports to describe a function like “In-
troduction,” “Interviews,” “Results,” “Conclusion,” but they also describe a sec-
tion’s subject like “The Netherlands in a European context” or “The impact of 
Schiphol”. Subject and functional headings express a neutral research attitude. 
Consultants more often use conclusive headings (table 6.8). Such headings are a 
strong means of accentuating a text’s important claims, as headings in this thesis 
illustrate. Below are some examples from the reports. 

In the IOO (1993) report conclusive headings appear on the lowest level of 
paragraphs, illustrating there is ‘no tax on kerosene’ and ‘no tax on flights’ These are 
examples of indirect state support, since the state does not get these taxes. The 
BEA (1993) report headings often suggest conclusions with words like ‘perspectives,’ 
‘risks’ or ‘challenges.’ Other headings give more explicit conclusions like 'The economic 
relevance of investment in Schiphol’ or ‘What if Schiphol does not grow?' The BCI (1996) 
report has conclusive headings like: 'Regional differences of economic impact of Schiphol’ 
and 'changing importance of Schiphol for settlement.’ The BA&H (1999) report uses con-
clusive headings like ‘Transport as supporter of the knowledge economy’ or ‘Transport as 
cluster of global services.’ Most conclusive is the CE (2002) report. From the main sec-
tions’ 11 headings, eight give explicit conclusions like ‘CPB underestimates costs of re-
strictions for house-construction’ or ‘Growth of Schiphol limits the height of house construction.’ 
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Headings in academic reports are functional or characterize the subject of dis-
cussion. The tables of contents give a neutral and scientific impression. The UvA 
(1992) report uses both functional headings and subject headings like 'Overview lit-
erature aviation' or ‘consumer services.’ Subjects dominate the headings in the EUR et 
al. (1997) report. Most conclusive is ‘the economic impact of Dutch mainports’ but it re-
mains a subject heading. In the report itself the rhetoric of neutrality changes, 
though, by its many opiniative conclusions in the text. RuG (1997) uses functional 
headings like ‘Introduction,’ ‘Purpose,’ ‘Structure of the report,’ ‘Research design,’ ‘Results 
inquiry’ and ‘Conclusions.’ This approach corresponds to the very methodological 
content of the report. The other headings give subjects, but no conclusions. The 
Nyfer (2000) report uses mainly subject headings, adding some conclusive head-
ings like ‘Different estimations of total effects,’ or ‘Shortcomings.’ The VU (2001) report 
uses functional headings like ‘Methods,’ ‘Results’ and subject headings. While one 
heading, ‘The rule is: do not take indirect effects into account,’ sounds conclusive, it is a 
citation rather than VU’s (2001) final conclusion. 
 
Tables, textboxes and bold texts 
Only consultants make use of textboxes and bold text to emphasize central mes-
sages (table 6.8). Tables and diagrams are also a means of accentuation, although 
not all consultant reports use all techniques of emphasis. Academics do not use 
these visual means of emphasis. Their tables tend to present information or results 
rather than conclusions or evaluations. Even though consultants also use tables to 
present results, they are more often a means to accentuate and summarize. 

IOO (1993) uses diagrams and tables to emphasize the components of direct 
and indirect state support. Examples are a map of airports, a diagram of the rela-
tions between the government and aviation sectors, and an illustration of develop-
ing government expenses. Apart from accentuation, the main function of the ta-
bles in this report is, like academics, to present information. BEA (1993) uses 
textboxes at the beginning of chapters to emphasize conclusions. Tables mostly 
summarize conclusions, show different scenarios and evaluate the effects of these 
scenarios as positive or negative. Diagrams emphasize, for example, the structure 
of the report, the criteria for evaluation, causal relations or developments of em-
ployment. Tables, diagrams, and textboxes present core elements in the BEA ar-
gumentation. Report text often interprets or elaborates on the content of text-
boxes, tables and diagrams. The BCI (1996) report uses bold text liberally to ac-
centuate the assignment, conclusions, and central concepts. Diagrams give an 
overview. Tables compare the competitiveness of alternatives of growth, or the 
quality of services of Schiphol with other airports. BA&H (1999) report writes 
central claims in bold, using diagrams to illustrate relations and  tables to evaluate 
or present results. Only CE (2002) uses nothing but many expressive headings for 
emphasis. 

None of the university reports highlights text in textboxes or in bold. Four of 
five reports use tables to present results. Most reports illustrate the expectation 
that academic advisers do not have the expressive writing style consultants prac-
tice. The UvA (1992) report presents tables and diagrams in abundance, but only 
to present results. The use of tables in the RuG (1997) report is only informative. 
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RuG cites an evaluative BCI table to criticize BCI estimates. The RuG (1997) re-
port presents some clear diagrams in the appendix, which will arouse little atten-
tion. The Nyfer (2000) report uses tables and diagrams to present results. In some 
cases theory is explained with help of diagrams. Tables and diagrams are not used 
as a means of emphasis, nor are textboxes. Textboxes are used only twice: to illus-
trate Nyfer’s position and to interpret a table. The VU (2001) report is even more 
neutral or scientific in appearance. Tables apply a theoretical model or present 
summaries of results of previous research but do not present VU conclusions. 
Textboxes, bold text, illustrations or diagrams that emphasize the main conclu-
sions cannot be found in the report. 

Only the EUR et al. (1997) presentation is exceptional for an academic report 
and in many respects similar to consultants’ reports. The main purpose of their 
tables is not to present information, but conclusions and an overview. They also 
cite tables with conclusions made by BCI and present others that try to emphasize 
general conclusions and give overviews. For example, EUR et al. (1997) present all 
possible effects of investment in Schiphol in a table.  
 

Evaluation of the presentation 

Consultants present as expected in the Schiphol debate. Conclusions start the re-
port, elaboration on recommendations or conclusions end the report, and they 
present chapters with supporting arguments. Academic advisers take some of 
these elements from consultants. Most have an executive summary and some or-
ganize their chapters like consultants. Three reports present chapters in traditional 
academic order and two shift towards consultant practices. 

Differences in the detailed use of headings, textboxes, bold text, diagrams, 
and tables are generally as expected. Academic advisers follow their traditional 
ethos, using tables to present detailed results and rarely to summarize conclusions 
or evaluate. Their headings are less conclusive than consultant headings and they 
do not present important text in bold like consultants.  Consultants, as expected, 
write more expressively. 

 

6.7 Intermediate evaluation of the Schiphol case 

Overall the Schiphol case illustrates most research expectations based on chapter 
4 and 5. However, academic advisers do not full-heartedly give advice along tradi-
tional lines. There are exceptions in the section on presentation, but also in the 
sections on the use of grounds, warrants and claims that show signs of erosion. 
Academic advisers do not meet all expectations based on their traditional ethos 
convincingly. The traditional academic view prevails in the argumentation prac-
tice, but some exceptions seem fundamental since they appear in many reports. 

Why do academic advisers present the effects of Schiphol less balanced or 
even without attention to the negative economic effects, in contrast to their ethos? 
How is it possible that the one report that gives advice (EUR et al. 1997) gives 
unconditional advice in favor of growth, paying no attention to the management 



   175

of negative effects? Why show academic advisers less consensus than consultants 
regarding the estimates of indirect welfare effects in spite of their criticisms about 
the research methods of consultants? 

Analysis of advice argumentation in a second debate in which academic advis-
ers compete with consultants can help to determine if the same unexpected find-
ings will occur again. How do academics perform in the debate on liberalization of 
the electricity market? Can they perform as neutral advisers in this debate, better 
than in the Schiphol debate? Can they show the pay-off of their academic meth-
odology? Do they have theoretical answers that have added value compared to the 
common sense views of consultants? 

Consultants seem to have expressed their true character in their reflections, 
but only one case does not provide enough evidence to rely on. Do consultants 
meet expectations again in the electricity debate, like they do in the Schiphol de-
bate? Can consultant’s quick-and-dirty research style still outdo the research by 
academics in the context of advice? Will they give balanced advice again, paying 
more attention to practical normative or social rebuttals than academic advisers? 
The next chapter will show to what extent the results in the Schiphol debate can 
be replicated in the electricity debate. 
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7. Advice on liberalization in the electricity market 

The ongoing policy debate in the Netherlands about liberalization of traditionally 
regulated markets started in the 1980s. It has a European dimension, since liber-
alization is a condition for integrating the European market for electricity. The 
claim that market failures always have to be corrected by regulation is contestable, 
but benefits of deregulation and liberalization are also subject of discussion. Inef-
ficiencies of regulation are obvious, but market failures can be worse. 

The debate about the electricity market changed after the electricity act of 
1998, which established more competition in a traditionally strongly regulated 
market, even though the electricity act of 1989 had already given the largest con-
sumers freedom of choice. Before 1998 the central issue in the debate was the 
most appropriate degree of liberalization. After 1998 the debate was more about 
the effects of the new electricity act, and the preconditions and additional policies 
to correct market failures. 

The Ministry of Economic Affairs has facilitated the debate about deregula-
tion and liberalization since the late 1980s. It has initiated many liberalization pro-
jects in regulated markets like post, public transport, and education, and is the 
main proponent of liberalization in the debate about the electricity market. 
Through a research program they have appointed consultants and academic advis-
ers to consider the effects of liberalization in this market. 

In this case consultants and academic advisers each have written three reports 
for the Ministry of Economic Affairs. Other clients have also sought advice on 
the issue of deregulation and liberalization from the point of view of environ-
mental care and works councils (consultants), and from the point of view of utili-
ties (academic advisers). It can hardly be a coincidence that clients with an eco-
nomic interest asked academic advisers rather than consultants for advice as in the 
Schiphol debate. What makes the academic adviser more attractive to them? 

The Ministry of Economic Affairs has the most general interest compared to 
the interests of the other clients. The network of work councils (LME) expects a 
great reduction of the labor force as a result of liberalization. They want to know 
just what the effects will be, and how to explain them to their members. They also 
look for arguments to retain the workforce, like paying enough attention to main-
tenance to guarantee the quality of the networks. An environmental think tank 
(Bezinningsgroep Energie) stresses the development of new policies for environ-
mental care. Clients with economic interest like a utility (Eneco) and a utility col-
lective (EnergieNed) also try to influence the debate in a direction towards an ef-
fective liberalization. They both stress preconditions to enable fair competition 
and fair regulation. In this debate the general project is not questioned; the condi-
tions to make the project successful are intensively discussed. Since the project is 
legitimated by law already, direct opposition is not an option in this case. 

Apart from consultants and academic advisers, research institutions like Cen-
traal Plan Bureau (CPB), and Energie Centrum Nederland (ECN) are involved in 
the debate. Dienst uitvoering en toezicht energie (Dte) has a special position by partici-
pating in the debate as well as influencing reality with its regulative authority. The 
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influence of CPB, ECN and Dte in this analysis is limited to references to their 
reports by consultants and academics. 

How do consultants and academic perform in this debate? Are the hypotheses 
formulated in chapter 5 visible as they were in the Schiphol debate? In the Schi-
phol debate most expectations are illustrated, except consultants’ reference to eco-
nomic criteria, norms or laws;  they refer rather to methodological criteria. Aca-
demic advisers are active in (rather positively) appraising effects and in denying 
negative effects, which is different from being neutral experts uninvolved in con-
troversial value judgments. Do we see these unexpected results again? 

This time the comparison between academic advisers and consultants pays 
some extra attention to academic advisers. Will the ambiguity of academic advisers 
be visible in this analysis, or is the traditional character of the academic adviser 
still dominant? Even more interesting, how is the practice of academic advisers 
developing given that it veers from traditional ethos? The analysis follows the ex-
tended analytical framework of Toulmin as in the previous case. The second case 
is again about advice argumentation in five consultant reports and five academic 
reports. All selected reports, their authors, clients, and assignments are listed in 
the textbox on the next page. 
 

7.1 Overview of arguments in the electricity debate 

The debate about the introduction of competition in the electricity market con-
centrates on the economic effects of liberalization and the conditions that need to 
be fulfilled to realize these effects. In some reports the question is whether liber-
alization has a positive balance of welfare effects; in others that is not an issue, 
since liberalization is the result of the electricity act. For all reports the conditions 
under which liberalization will generate positive effects are the main subject of 
discussion. Many positive and negative effects depend on additional policies or 
regulation. 

Table 7.1 gives an overview of the arguments used in the electricity debate 
based on ten reports published between 1996 and 2006. It serves as introduction 
to and summary of this debate. The outline of the table is inspired by Minto 
(1995) and V. Werder (1999). Concepts like grounds and rebuttals come from 
Toulmin (1994). The table gives four levels of grounds and sub-grounds and four 
levels of rebuttals. Grounds follow “since”; rebuttals follow “but.”  The reports by 
consultants and academics are listed in order of appearance, as in the textbox 
above. Most reports make a final claim in favor of liberalization, but the main ar-
guments differ. Consultants refer only to the 1998 electricity act to support this 
advocative claim; academic advisers also stress the positive sum of effects of liber-
alization, which is an evaluative statement in favor of liberalization. Most attention 
in the advocative claims is devoted to the conditions of liberalization. 
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Selected reports about liberalization of markets
The selection of ten reports about introduction of more competition in the electricity market is based on five crite-

ria. 1. Reports discuss economic welfare effects related to liberalization of the electricity market. Reports that 

discussed the effects of liberalization in other sectors were excluded. 2. Only one report is selected from organi-

zations writing multiple reports. 3. Reports were written for a client. 4. The authors are academic advisers work-

ing at universities or consultants working for consultancies. 5. The number of reports by consultants and aca-

demic advisers is equal. 

 

Five consultant reports 
1. KPMG Bureau voor Economische Argumentatie (KPMG BEA 1998) wrote a report for Landelijk Medezeg-

genschapsplatform Energiedistributiebedrijven (LME). LME is a platform of the works councils of all Dutch 

utilities. Since utilizes have some freedom in the way of unbundling network activities and commercial activi-

ties, LME questions if that will make a difference for employment in the sector. 

2. Arthur D. Little (ADL 1999) evaluated the start of liberalization process till the beginning of 1999. The Ministry 

of Economic Affairs was the client. The aim is to evaluate the wellness of the process according to the largest 

electricity users, utilities, and regulators. Where ADL identifies issues, they also formulate suggestions.  

3. EIM/IOO (2001) and EIM (2002) wrote a report in two parts for the Ministry of Economic Affairs. Their as-

signment was to identify and quantify indicators like price convergence, increased labor productivity or client 

satisfaction. They only provided information for an evaluation of the Ministry’s 1998 electricity act.  

4. CE (2005) wrote a report about the effects of liberalization on environmental policies. The client was Bezin-

ningsgroep Energie, a private environmental “think tank.” The report contains advice about additional policies 

to protect the environment in the context of liberalization. 

5. Capgemini (2006) was given a research project by the Ministry of Economic Affairs to estimate the employ-

ment effects of liberalization in the electricity sector in five possible scenarios in response to the worries of 

representative advisory boards and labor unions. Capgemini gives no advice.  

 

Five reports by academic advisers 
1. Universiteit Twente (UT 1996) wrote a report for the Ministry of Economic Affairs about the welfare effects of 

possible alternatives of liberalization of the electricity market. The report was written before the electricity act 

1998 to help policymakers decide the most appropriate degree of liberalization. 

2. The Research Center for Economic Policy (OCFEB 1997) wrote a report about macroeconomic conse-

quences of liberalization in the electricity sector and four other sectors. The report estimates positive welfare 

effects. OCFEB is part of Erasmus Universiteit Rotterdam. It is an extended version of an OECD report pub-

lished by the Ministry of Economic Affairs.  

3. Erasmus Studiecentrum voor Milieukunde (ESM 1999) wrote a position paper for the Ministry of Economic 

Affairs. ESM is part of Erasmus Universiteit Rotterdam. The report discusses the consequences of liberaliza-

tion in relation to environmental policies. The question is if all traditional measures remain as effective as in 

the more regulated market, and if there are new opportunities for environmental policies.  

4. Nyfer (2001) wrote a report for EnergieNed, a collective of utilities in the Netherlands. The assignment is to 

determine the degree of liberalization that best serves and satisfies the public interest. Nyfer is a research in-

stitute of Nijenrode University. 

5. SEO (2003) wrote a report for Eneco, a utility. The assignment is to investigate if the degree of investments 

in production and distribution networks depends on the degree of transparence and coherence of regulation. 

SEO recommends improvements in these regulations. SEO belongs to Universiteit van Amsterdam. 
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Table 7 .1: Claims, grounds and rebuttals in the electricity debate 
Levels of reasoning: central claim and grounds Consultants Academics 
Claim 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5
Liberalize production & trade of electricity with more attention to conditions 
(liberalization includes competition, free choice for consumers, privatization, 
no entrance barriers for producers and entrance to distribution network)  

X X X X  X  X X X

Liberalize production & trade of electricity       X    
Since The electricity act 1998 and EU regulation require liberalization X X X X X  X X X X
Since Cond. liberalization causes more positive than negative effects      X   X X
Since Liberalization causes more positive than negative effects       X    
 Since Liberalization generates positive welfare effects X X X X X X X X X X
  Since Level of economic welfare increases by lower 

price electricity and/or higher profits 
X X X X X X X X X X

   Since Labor productivity will increase  X X X  X  X    
   Since Reorganization & rationalization X X  X X X  X   
   Since Consolidation and scale effects X  X  X   X   
   Since More cost awareness managers X   X X   X   
   Since  Shareholders like higher returns X    X      
   Since Market pressure by trade/import  X   X  X    
   Since Pressure new entrants/competitors  X    X  X X   
   Since Market restricts excess profits   X    X    
   Since Market likes efficient technology      X X X   
   Since Less standby capacity    X  X X   X
   Since Less investment costs networks    X  X    X
   But Risks for the long run    X       
   But Import limitations EU interfere       X    
   But Current overcapacity production        X    
  Since Innovation increases (dynamic efficiency) X X  X X X X X   
   Since Competition causes innovation      X X X   
   Since Competition causes adaptation      X     
   But  Multi utility strategy complexer X X         
   But Mainly short term innovations    X X      
  Since More incentives to meet preferences user X X X X X   X X X
   Since More marketing/sales effort X X   X   X   
   Since  More customer satisfaction X X X     X   
   Since More choice contracts/services  X X     X   
   Since Option of collective purchase   X        
   But Transition causes complaints    X        
  Since New opportunities for environmental care  X  X    X   
   Since New niche market green energy  X         
   Since Marketable emission rights  X  X    X   
   Since Marketable quota green energy  X  X    X   
  Since Comparative advantage in EU market      X X    
   Since More export of (cheap) energy       X X    
   But Dutch firms are small in EU context: 

less R&D, less capital 
     X     

  Since Competitiveness Dutch economy will increase 
due to lower electricity prices 

       X   

  Since Better climate for investments      X    X
  Since Regulation failures decrease         X X
  Since More transparent prices and/or products   X  X      
   But Not necessarily in the short run   X        
 But There are negative effects, risks or market failures X X X X X X  X X X
  Since Focus on profits, less on quality networks X  X  X    X X
   Since  Failing price & quality regulation  X        X X
  Since Risk of less reliable electricity supply  X X X  X   X X
   Since Little investments in production    X  X    X
   Since Uncertainty about price, volume elec-

tricity delays investments 
 X X        

   Since Less diversity in production   X        
   But Still some private investments   X       X
   But Not if one can choose level reliability      X     
   But Government is no good investor          X
  Since Risk of non-payment increases   X        
   Since Utility cannot predict costs purchases    X        
  Since Risk of less innovation    X  X     
   Since Signs of less R&D    X  X     
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  Since Market does not care about environment  X X X  X  X X X
   Since Less budget green investments  X  X    X   
   Since Less agreements whole sector        X   
   Since Less information about market  X      X   
   Since  Sector more heterogeneous        X   
   Since Less investments in green energy, 

more use old power stations 
 X X X      X

   Since Less incentives to save energy    X    X   
   But Production green energy grows   X        
  Since  Focus on profits, less on safety workers   X      X  
   But No evidence till now   X        
  Since Employment in the sector decreases X    X  X    
  Since Traditional measures to protect public interests 

become less effective  
     X  X X X

  Since Risk to misuse market power networks         X X
  Since Costs of unbundling multi utilities     X      
 But Effects depend on degree/scenario liberalization X    X X X  X  
But Conditions of liberalization have impact and deserve attention X X  X  X  X X X
 Since Regulation should be more coherent, transparent X X  X    X X X
  Since Market and authors question effectiveness  

price/quality regulation of networks 
X X       X X

   Since Power/knowledge Dte is lacking   X       X X
   Since Independence of networks from sales 

part utilities is questioned 
 X        X

   Since Investments in networks are delayed 
or cancelled 

        X X

   Since methodology Dte is questioned         X  
  Since Reliability, security should be guaranteed     X      X
  Since A European level playing field is needed  X        X
  Since Conflicting regulations for electricity, water or 

cable obstruct multi-utilities 
X          

  Since Liability for electricity failures is not sound           X
 Since Required technical conditions are not met  X        X
  Since Import/export capacity is insufficient  X         
  Since Registration of use electricity by firms is insuffi-

cient 
         X

 Since Suppliers should be more competitive  X    X  X   
  Since Much import and standby capacity  X    X     
  Since They are not in international competition  X         
 Since Market price and service should be more transparent  X      X   
 Since Utilities and users should have a free choice to buy   X      X   
 Since Electricity should remain a universal service         X X
  But Risk for character of a universal service         X X
 But Measures to prevent market failures should not cause 

even more serious government failures 
X        X X

But Additional policies to avoid market failures need attention  X  X  X  X X X
 Since The environment needs measures that help to internalize 

negative external effects 
 X  X  X  X X X

  Since There are possibilities to do so  X  X    X   
   Since Marketable emission rights and quota 

of green energy 
 X  X    X   

   Since Duty to produce green energy    X    X   
   Since Obligations for energy saving    X    X   
   Since Subsidy for green and total energy    X    X   
   Since Agreements with producers    X    X   
   Since Saving energy by regulations for elec-

tric articles of use  
   X       

   Since Providing information        X   
But Additional liberalization of networks would have better effects         X  
 Since New Zealand has positive experiences with some com-

petition between networks  
        X  

           
Total number of grounds (rebuttals) in five reports on first level 5 (5) 8 (9) 
Total number of grounds (rebuttals) in five reports on second level 14 (8) 20 (9) 
Total number of grounds (rebuttals) in five reports on third level 43 45 (2) 
Total number of grounds (rebuttals) in five reports on fourth level 60 (10) 51 (6) 
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The construction process of table 7.1 is similar to the construction of the ta-

ble about the Schiphol debate (section 6.1). However, the liberalization debate is 
more complex than the Schiphol debate and consequently the table is twice as 
long as the one summarizing the Schiphol debate. Identifying all the relevant ar-
guments and finding their proper hierarchy in the debate was more difficult, 
althoug the debates have a similar structure. Both mention positive and negative 
economic effects, but in the electricity debate reports discuss conditions (of liber-
alization) and additional policies in much more detail. 

The individual reports again cover on average one third of all the arguments 
in the debate. I therefore recommend reading the table from left to right, starting 
with the final claim and the main supporting arguments, like the electricity act 
1998 and the positive sum of effects of liberalization, and then the three main re-
buttals: conditions to be met, additional policies necessary and (according to one 
report) the effects of an increased degree of liberalization. The argumentation sup-
porting the main claim, a positive sum of effects, is based on estimates of positive 
and negative effects. 

Given the hypotheses in chapter 5 summarized in the research expectations 
(table 5.4), we would expect table 7.1 to show more breadth of argument for con-
sultants and more depth of argument for academic advisers. This corresponds to a 
more generalist or specialist kind of argumentation regarding the use of grounds 
and rebuttals. 
 

Academic advisers do not use more specialized arguments 

The contributions to the electricity debate undermine the hypothesis that consult-
ants have a more generalist and academic advisers have a more specialist style of 
argumentation. They argued this way in the Schiphol debate, albeit the differences 
were not substantial, but not here. Academic advisers give more arguments on 
more global levels, consultants on the most detailed level (table 7.1). The total 
number of arguments and the balance between grounds and rebuttals are similar 
for each profession.  

On the most general level most academic advisers argue that the positive ef-
fects of liberalization are greater than the negative effects; no consultant makes 
this claim. This is contrary to the expectation that academics do not make evalua-
tive claims unless they are non-controversial. The benefits of liberalization are 
controversial, given the many rebuttals. The positive evaluation of academic ad-
visers is independent of the type of client: government, utility or branch organiza-
tion. 

On the second level of argument the contributions of consultants and aca-
demic advisers are similar. They mention the existence of positive and negative 
welfare effects, and address the motivations for regulation and additional policies. 
They also mention similar domains where preconditions and additional policies 
are needed. 

On the third level of argumentation the debate begins to get more concrete 
with the identification of positive and negative effects of liberalization, discussion 
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of the effects of regulatory measures, and claim of possible additional policies. 
Academic advisers mention four positive effects of liberalization not mentioned 
by consultants and consultants include one positive effect not mentioned by aca-
demics. Consultants mention three negative effects passed over by academics and 
academics mention two passed over by consultants. Overall consultants present a 
more critical view: five positive effects and seven negative effects. They also men-
tion more rebuttals in discussing positive effects. Academic advisers mention eight 
positive effects and six negative effects. The discussion of specific preconditions 
for liberalization is quite similar. 

On the fourth level consultants present more grounds and rebuttals for the 
positive effects they mention than academic advisers. Here they present them-
selves as specialists compared to academic advisers. In discussion of negative ef-
fects consultants present more of them and therefore also more supporting argu-
ments for them. Contributions to the preconditions and additional policies are 
similar. 
 

Evaluation of the global argumentation style 

The hypothesis that consultants argue more like generalists than academic advisers 
is not supported by the electricity case. Consultants present more specialist argu-
ments and academic advisers use more global arguments. The more detailed re-
search assignments of consultants in this case can explain their specialist focus. 
The total number of arguments in the reports by consultants and academic advis-
ers is similar.  
 

7.2 Academic conclusions are not neutral  

Chapter 5 concluded with the expectation that consultants and academics give ad-
vice in different ways. The differences apply to the final advice claim, the presen-
tation of rebuttals and the attention to the modality of claims, concepts intro-
duced by Toulmin (1994). The final claim is what the authors conclude or advise; 
the rebuttals are counterarguments that differentiate or weaken the conclusion, 
like conditions that need to be satisfied or the balance of disadvantages and ad-
vantages. The electricity debate includes discussion of negative effects and practi-
cal conditions. Practical conditions are political or economic, but also can be the 
effect of different scenarios and the necessity of additional policies. The modal 
qualifier indicates the certainty or uncertainty of the claim. 

The research expectations (table 5.4) based on the reflections of both profes-
sions in chapter 5 assume that consultants give explicit advice, and that they pay 
more attention to practical rebuttals. Academics are less willing to give advice. 
They prefer to conclude what the case is without advising on what to do. They 
also pay more attention to the uncertainties and limitations of their conclusions 
than consultants. The Schiphol case illustrated the expectations regarding advice, 
conclusions, practical rebuttals and modality. That consultants also paid attention 
to methodological issues and that academic advisers paid so little attention to 
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negative effects were unexpected. Tables 7.2 and 7.3 show the results for the elec-
tricity debate. EZ is the abbreviation for the Ministry of Economic Affairs (Minis-
terie van Economische Zaken), the debate’s main client. 

 
Table 7.2: Consultant advice about liberalization 

 Consultants 
Client: 
Author: 

LME 

KPMB BEA 

(1998) 

EZ 

ADL (1999) 

EZ 

IOO/EIM (2001) 

& EIM (2002) 

Bezinnings-

groep Energie 

CE (2005) 

EZ 

Capgemini 

(2006) 

Advice 

beyond the 

Law ‘98 

Suggestions 

regulation 

Suggestions 

regulation and 

policy 

No advice Suggestions 

regulation and 

environmental 

policy 

No advice 

Conclusion Two alternatives 

of unbundling 

utilities have 

equal employ-

ment effects 

The conditions 

for liberalization 

are not fulfilled 

Some effects 

liberalization/ 

electricity act ‘98 

are visible 

Liberalization re-

quires additional 

policies to care 

for environment 

All liberalization 

scenarios have 

substantial em-

ployment effects  

Modality 

(overall) 

Certain claims Certain claims Certain claims Certain claims Certain claims 

Rebuttals Negative effects 

Impact scenarios  

Conditions 

Negative effects 

Conditions 

Add. policy 

Negative effects Negative effects 

Conditions 

Add. policy 

Negative effects 

Impact scenarios 

 
Table 7.3: Academic advice about liberalization 

 Universities 
Client: 
Author: 

EZ 

UT (1996) 

OECD/EZ 

OCFEB (1997) 

EZ  

ESM (1999) 

EnergieNed 

Nyfer (2001) 

Eneco  

SEO (2003) 

Advice 

beyond the 

Law ‘98 

Suggestion for 

transition and 

policy 

No advice Suggestions 

conditions and 

environmental 

policy 

Suggestions 

regulation, policy 

and lib. networks 

Suggestions 

conditions and 

policy 

Conclusion Liberalization 

has more posi-

tive than nega-

tive welfare ef-

fects 

Liberalization 

has more posi-

tive than nega-

tive welfare ef-

fects 

Indication of 

effectiveness of 

policies to pro-

tect environment 

Liberalization 

has more posi-

tive than nega-

tive welfare ef-

fects 

Liberalization 

has more posi-

tive than nega-

tive welfare ef-

fects 

Modality 

(overall) 

Uncertainty  size 

effects  

Uncertainties Uncertainties, 

probabilities 

Certain claims Certain claims 

Rebuttals Negative effects 

Impact scenarios 

Add. policy 

 

Impact scenarios Negative effects 

Conditions 

Add. Policy 

Negative effects 

Impact scenarios  

Conditions 

Add. policy 

Negative effects 

Conditions 

Add. Policy 

 

If academics give advice, it is no if-then advice 

There is no substantial difference between the professions regarding the most 
general advocative claim (table 7.2 and 7.3). Four academic reports and three con-
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sultant reports give advice in the electricity debate. Advice of both professions has 
a similar character. The importance of conditions and additional policies is dis-
cussed in the electricity act and the need for suggestions in that direction can be 
considered non-controversial, but the benefits of liberalization are controversial 
and so is the question which conditions and additional policies are required. Most 
attention is devoted to preventing negative effects and realizing positive effects. In 
two cases consultants have an explicit research assignment. In the advice reports 
the present normative and concrete advice like expected. 

Unexpectedly, academic reports give advice that goes beyond the principles of 
economic if-then advice, like the EUR et al. (1997) report did in the Schiphol case. 
The academic reports base their advice on a rather positive view on the effects of 
liberalization. The Nyfer (2001) report even recommends liberalizing the networks 
instead of only liberalizing production and distribution as defined in the electricity 
act 1998. 

The four academic reports that present advice discuss policy objectives like 
consultants in this case. Nyfer (2001, p. 14; p. 77-81) argues that the political 
choice not to liberalize networks would cause government failures that have to be 
taken more seriously than the possible market failures of increased liberalization. 
SEO (2003, p. i; p. 1) argues that the regulation of quality, like security of delivery, 
is not developed well enough. Liberalization without high quality regulation ob-
structs investment decisions, which would harm public interest in the end. Aca-
demic advice does not follow the imperatives of economists like Robbins, Tinber-
gen or Stiglitz. It is not neutral about policy objectives.  

 

Academic conclusions are general but not neutral 

Quite unexpected is that so many academic advisers present the controversial 
evaluative claim that positive effects are greater than negative effects (table 7.3), 
even when it is uncalled for. The electricity act has already legitimized liberaliza-
tion. In comparision with consultants it seems academic advisers have a free-
market mission. Consultants present rather neutral conclusions compared to them 
(table 7.2). 

UT (1996, p. 130) concludes, for example: ‘liberalization will result, under condi-
tions, in a better performance of the electricity sector.’ Nyfer (2001 p. 83) is even more posi-
tive: ‘Research on different forms of regulation shows that real competition, if possible, has the 
best results for society.’ A better performance or better results for society are evalua-
tive claims. How can academic advisers present these claims as statements of 
facts, moreover as non-controversial facts? The numerous rebuttals in the debate 
by definition make liberalization a controversial project. 
 

Academic advisers are well aware of uncertainties 

In the research of consultants factual statements are firm (table 7.2). Consultants 
are well aware that they can misinterpret situations sometimes but they prefer to 
make mistakes rather than say too little. One consultant report acknowledges this: 
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‘This report … gives recommendations about liberalization based on our best professional inter-
pretations … Arthur D. Little cannot be held responsible for damage to others based on deci-
sions or actions that are taken or not taken, based on this document.’ (ADL 1999, p. 1) Af-
ter this general remark in which they implicitly admit that they can make mistakes, 
the authors present their findings without further ado. 

Academic advisers are more aware of uncertainties and express them explicitly 
(table 7.3). OCFEB (1997, p. 2) devotes a section to this issue in their summary, 
whose tables estimate the margin of uncertainty at 50%. TU (1996, p. VI) authors 
mention in their summary that they are not quite sure about the increase in wel-
fare, but that they probably underestimate positive welfare effects. ESM refers 
even more critically to gazing into crystal balls to make correct estimations of fu-
ture effects of liberalization: ‘Crystal balls however do not exist’ (ESM 1999, p. 3). 

 

Academic advisers can pay attention to practical rebuttals like consultants 

The academic attention to negative effects in the liberalization debate is more bal-
anced than the Schiphol debate, but they are still less aware of negative effects 
than consultants. All consultants and four academic reports address concrete 
negative effects. One academic report pays attention to positive effects only, 
whereas three academic reports did so in the Schiphol debate. 

There is unexpectedly no difference between consultants and academics ad-
visers in their presentation of practical rebuttals, like there still was in the Schiphol 
debate. That follows from the classification of rebuttals in tables 7.2 and 7.3; equal 
use is also visible in table 7.1’s list of individual rebuttals. Both professions add the 
same kind of practical refinements to their conclusions to make liberalization 
more successful and both consider scenarios. Methodological or theoretical rebut-
tals are not important in this debate. 

 

Evaluation of the presentation of claims 

In some respects academic advisers come close to consultants in the electricity 
debate. Like consultants they present concrete advice and pay substantial attention 
to practical rebuttals. These results are unexpected. Consultants perform as ex-
pected regarding concrete advice and practical rebuttals. 

Also unexpected is that academic advisers draw heavily positive conclusions 
about liberalization compared to consultants and that consultants show a more 
neutral attitude than academic advisers. The positive bias of academic advisers is 
also visible in their attention to negative effects which, as in the Schiphol debate, 
is less substantial than consultants’. 

Academic advisers unexpectedly pay no attention to methodological or theo-
retical conditions of rebuttal. It is not an issue here, like it was in the Schiphol de-
bate. The treatment of modality is the only indicator meeting research expecta-
tions to some degree: consultants present more certain or bolder claims than aca-
demic advisers. Two academic reports, however, present their claims like consult-
ants without modal qualifiers. 
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7.3 Academic advisers estimate grounds with help of models 

The research expectations in table 5.4 based on the reflections of consultants and 
academic advisers postulate that consultants like to present concrete estimations 
to quantify their variables, whereas academic advisers prefer precise measure-
ments. In the Schiphol debate these expectations were illustrated for consultants 
but the performance of academic advisers was rather ambiguous and estimates 
had no consensus. How does each profession perform in the electricity debate? A 
comparison of tables 7.4 and 7.5 shows the differences in quantification of 
grounds. They quantify effects in categories like welfare, price, labor productivity, 
employment, and electricity failures.  

 
Table 7.4: Quantification of effects by consultants in electricity debate 
 Consultants 
Client: 
Author: 

LME 

KPMB BEA 

(1998) 

EZ 

ADL (1999) 

EZ 

IOO/EIM (‘01) 

EIM (2002) 

Bezinningsgroep 

Energie 

CE (2005) 

EZ 

Capgemini 

(2006) 

Welfare effect    200-450 million 

(euro p/y; cited) 

 

Price effect  -20-40% (only 

wholesale) 

Ca -30% (only 

wholesale) 

  

Labor produc-

tivity (in-

crease) 

  1996-2000 (p/y) 

Utilities ca 4%  

Production 5,4% 

 2006-2015 (p/y) 

4,9-11,7%  

Employment 

effect (total) 

-5% every year 

next five years 

-20%  1996-2000 

Utilities -12% 

Production -20% 

 2006-2015 

-5000 to -10.000 

Electricity 

failures 

  Ca 23 min/year, 

Raise after 1998 

  

 
Table 7.5: Quantification of effects by academics in electricity debate 
 Universities 
Client: 
Author: 

EZ 

UT (1996) 

OECD/EZ 

OCFEB (1997) 

EZ  

ESM (1999) 

EnergieNed 

Nyfer (2001) 

Eneco  

SEO (2003) 

Welfare effect Hfl 450 (euro 

205) million/year 

Hfl 450 (euro 

205) million/year 

(cited) 

   

Price effect  -11,3%    

Labor produc-

tivity 

 +50%    

Employment 

effect 

 -26,2 to -29,6%    

Electricity 

failures 

    Ca 30 min/year 

 



   188 

Academics use economic models for their estimations 

Consultant reports 
Table 7.4 shows that most consultants estimate variables of the economic effects 
of liberalization. Most are quantified by consultants themselves. Only CE (2005) 
presents figures by means of desk research, including the duration of electricity 
failures. In reports by KPMG BEA (1998), ADL (1999), EIM/IOO (2001) and 
Capgemini (2006), estimates of employment and price effects differ only slightly. 
The reports show consensus regarding welfare effects, like they did in the Schi-
phol debate. Again, consultants create realities with their estimates, helping policy 
makers envision and reflect on the effects of the liberalization policy. Consultants 
need this “reality” to suggest measures to manage negative effects. 
 
Academic reports 
Table 7.5 shows that academic advisers produce fewer estimates than consultants, 
as expected. Estimates do hardly overlap and are not debated as in the Schiphol 
case. Academics do not investigate economic effects via interviews. In the electric-
ity debate the two reports that present estimates of welfare effects use models to 
back them. This preference was also visible in the Schiphol case where the VU 
(2001) report argued that a general equilibrium model would be necessary to make 
valid estimates, albeit they did not find one. Academic estimates regarding em-
ployment effects are similar to consultants’ in the electricity case, although the 
methods differ. There is consensus in the electricity debate, although we have to 
little observations to state that academics have reached consensus here, to neutral-
ize the observation in the Schiphol debate. Tables 7.4 and 7.5 only present direct 
effects. OCFEB (1997, p. 43) estimates that the indirect welfare effect of liberali-
zation is about 25 percent of direct effect, but the estimate applies to liberalization 
of several sectors together and not necessarily to the electricity sector alone. 
 

Academic valuation of liberalization is rather positive 

The research expectation about grounds in table 5.4 in the previous chapter states 
that consultants use explicit valuations in their arguments and academic advisers 
do not, unless the valuations are non-controversial or given by a client. As in the 
Schiphol case both professions value effects as positive or negative. One academic 
report (OCFEB 1997) only finds positive welfare effects of the change under con-
sideration, like the UvA (1992) and EUR et al. (1997) reports in the Schiphol case, 
which is a rather unbalanced and thus controversial view. Table 7.1 showed that 
academic advisers mentioned more positive effects (8) than negative effects (6), 
and consultants more negative effects (7) than positive effects (5). The question of 
which effects are relevant and how they should influence an overall judgment is 
therefore also rather controversial, and the appraisal of academic advisers from 
this perspective is relatively biased in favor of liberalization. 

In the Schiphol debate environmental effects were appraised differently; in 
the electricity debate employment effects are viewed from different perspectives. 
Both KPMG BEA (1998, p. 1) and Capgemini (2006, p. 4) show their social con-
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cern by referring to the interests of employees, representative advisery boards, and 
labor unions. They acknowledge the effect of increasing labor productivity, but 
also address the social consequences: less employment. The academic report that 
discusses labor effects only focuses on the gains of the negative employment ef-
fects: increased labor productivity and decreased labor costs (OCFEB 1997, p. 
13).  

Another controversy is the appraisal of government failures. Academic advis-
ers Nyfer (2001, p. 12-14) and less extreme SEO (2003, p. 17-18) stress govern-
ment failures and argue that they will decrease more than market failure will in-
crease in face of increased liberalization. No consultant makes this claim. They 
focus instead on the problems of regulation in the context of liberalization. Aca-
demic advisers stress that good regulation is not feasible.  
 

Evaluation of the use of grounds 

As in the Schiphol debate, the liberalization debate shows that consultants like to 
estimate and academic advisers present few measurements. When academic advis-
ers do estimate, they use economic models. Although consultants’ and academic 
advisers’ methods of estimation are different, the results show consensus. 

In the appraisal of positive and negative effects, academic advisers variously 
show a biased view in favor of liberalization. One report does not discuss negative 
effects at all. Together the academic reports consider more positive than negative 
effects, whereas consultants see more negative than positive effects. Academic 
ethos claims that academic advisers are neutral observers, but this claim is again 
undermined. Academics’ presentation of valuations as non-controversial when 
they are not is confusing and even misleading. 

 

7.4 Academic use of normative warrants is uncritical 

The research expectations of chapter 5 state that consultants refer more to eco-
nomic values, motives, and criteria in their warrants, whereas academic adviser re-
fer to causal arguments embedded in theory. This expectation was partly illus-
trated in the Schiphol debate. That academic advisers embedded their arguments 
in theory and consultants did not refer to theory when using causal arguments was 
expected, as was consultants’ use of motivational arguments. The rather similar 
reference to methodological norms and criteria, however, was unexpected. How 
do the professions perform in the electricity debate? 

A warrant is needed to legitimize the connection between claim and grounds. 
It guarantees that a ground is relevant to support the claim. Table 7.6 presents the 
warrants that connect the final claim with the first level ground, and the first level 
ground with the second level grounds in the reports. The table is constructed to 
make implicit connections explicit. The first warrant, for example, relates the final 
advice claim to the argument that liberalization has a positive sum of effects. The 
argument supports the claim for conditional liberalization. However, one report 
(OCFEB 1997) argues for unconditional liberalization. The warrant is different in 
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that case, since the ground is connected to different advice, making the connec-
tion different. That is illustrated with the formulation of the second warrant. 

The warrants in table 7.6 are divided into three groups. The first refers to val-
ues and motives; the second refers to criteria, norms and laws; the third group re-
fers to assumed regularities, causalities and theories. 

 
Table 7.6: Warrants in the debate about liberalization of the electricity market 

Consultants Academics  

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Warrants by desire, motive or value           

Liberalization of electricity production and trade is desirable, since it has - 

under feasible conditions - more positive than negative effects 

     X   X X

Liberalization of electricity production and trade is desirable in all situations, 

since it has always more positive than negative effects 

      X    

Additional policies are desirable since they can help to neutralize negative 

effects of liberalization 

 X  X  X  X X X

Some liberalization of networks is desirable since that has more positive 

than negative effects 

        X  

2nd level Suppliers should be more competitive in the context of liberaliza-

tion, otherwise they would be outperformed, which is undesirable 

 X    X  X   

 Electricity is a basic need and therefore it is desirable that it is 

available for every one (universal service) 

        X X

 Government failures are undesirable, especially if the failures of 

regulation exceed possible market failures 

X        X X

 The environment needs protection in the context of liberalization 

since we depend on it 

 X  X  X  X X X

           

Warrants that refer to explicit criteria, norms or laws           

The electricity act 1998 makes liberalization a necessity X X X X X  X X X X

2nd level Coherence is a necessary precondition of regulation X X  X    X X X

 Transparence is a necessary feature of a healthy market  X      X   

 It is a necessary feature of a healthy market that utilities and 

users should be free in their choice to buy 

 X      X   

           

Warrants by regularities or causality           

Welfare effects of liberalization depend on many conditions X X  X  X  X X X

2nd level There is a causal relation between liberalization and positive 

effects like price or innovation  

X X X X X X X X X X

 There is a causal relation between liberalization and negative 

effects like care for quality, environment etc. 

X X X X X X  X X X

 There is a causal relation between the degree/scenario of liber-

alization and positive/negative effects 

X    X X X  X  

 If technical conditions to buy and sell electricity freely are not 

fulfilled, liberalization cannot take effect  

 X        X

 There is evidence for a causal relation between some liberaliza-

tion of networks and positive welfare effects 

        X  
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Academics use motivational arguments as if they are non-controversial 

Consultant reports 
The results of the previous section show that consultants present a more balanced 
and even critical view in this debate regarding positive and negative effects of lib-
eralization. As a consequence they do not argue that liberalization is desirable. Af-
ter all, the electricity law legitimizes liberalization; that is not the issue. 

Table 7.6 shows that consultants use fewer motivational arguments than aca-
demic advisers. Consultants refer to the desirability of taking conditions of liber-
alization more seriously and developing additional policies to neutralize the nega-
tive effects of liberalization. They focus on motivational arguments to convince 
their clients to take these measures. 
 
Academic reports 
Quite contrary to research expectations, four academic reports use motivational 
arguments to argue in favor of liberalization (table 7.6). The first academic report 
(TU 1996) may have contributed to the design of the electricity act. For that rea-
son the use of a motivational argument has added value. The TU (1996, p. VI) re-
port argues ‘in favor’ of strong liberalization since ‘the economic benefits of strong liberali-
zation are the biggest, whereas the differences between degrees of liberalization and negative effects 
are not decisive.’ The OCFEB report was published shortly before the introduction 
of the electricity act. The report argues in favor of liberalization since it can reduce 
welfare loss incurred by lack of competition by 25 percent (OCFEB 1997, p. 41). 

Following introduction of the electricity act, academics continue their plea. 
The Nyfer report argues in favor of more competition between utilities and less 
regulation. They also argue that ‘some liberalization of networks is worth trying’ (Nyfer 
2001 p. 14). The SEO report argues: ‘market failures due to liberalization are possible, 
but government failures due to regulation are at least as problematic, and their elimination should 
get priority’ (SEO 2003, p. i). All the consulting economists are advocates of liber-
alization. When they refer to its desirability, it seems to be their own conviction 
and not the clients’. Consultants working partly for the same client argue differ-
ently. It brings to mind Blaug’s remark (1980, p. 129) that economics is about 
facts and non-controversial values. For economists the benefits of liberalization 
seem non-controversial. From a consultant’s perspective that is naïve, especially 
since many clients seem far less sure about the positive effects of liberalization. 
They struggle with unexpected effects, unfulfilled preconditions, and need for ad-
ditional policies. 

 

Academic advisers refer to criteria and laws as much as consultants 

Consultants and academic advisers both can refer to laws and economic criteria, if 
these warrants are non-controversial. That corresponds to the expectations for-
mulated in table 5.4. In the electricity debate consultants and academic advisers 
refer to the same laws and criteria to legitimize liberalization (table 7.6). The im-
plicit expectation is that these laws and criteria have to be followed. That is differ-
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ent from the Schiphol debate, where only methodological criteria were applied as 
warrant. 

The 1998 electricity act is a non-controversial warrant. The other dominant 
legal warrant is the criterion that regulation has to be coherent. The implicit claim 
is that coherence of regulation is a precondition for effective regulation. Lack of 
coherence would occur, for example, when different degrees of liberalization for 
gas, water, electricity, and cable create problems for multi-utilities. Another exam-
ple would be to avoid tensions in regulation between neighboring countries.  

Examples of economic criteria that are referred to in the debate are transpar-
ence of the electricity market and freedom of choice for buyers, both of which 
stem from economic theory. Both consultants and academic advisers agree on 
these warrants. 
 

Academic advisers use causal arguments with more sophistication 

As in the Schiphol debate, academic advisers show more theoretical sophistica-
tion, corresponding to the expectations of table 5.4. Consultants and academic 
advisers disagree, however, regarding interpretation of the international competi-
tive position and the climate for investments. Which approach is more convinc-
ing: sophisticated theory or common sense arguments? To answer this question 
we have to address deeper levels in the argument, than visible in table 7.6. 

Academic advisers apply the concept of comparative advantages with refer-
ence to electricity production based on the technique of total energy (TU 1996, p. 
VI) and the resulting strong export position (OCFEB 1997, p. 13). 

Consultants (ADL 1999; p. 26), however, deny this claim of a strong export 
position or a comparative advantage. They argue that overcapacity and high capi-
tal costs position Dutch producers non-competitively in an international market. 
The same facts are known by both academics and consultants, but their conclu-
sions are different. Academic sophistication is countered by consultants’ realism. 

A second controversy is that academic advisers (Nyfer 2001, p. 12; SEO 2003, 
p. i) argue that the government is ‘no better investor’ and that the market creates a 
good climate for investments. Incoherent regulation only delays investments, they 
argue. Consultants on the contrary stress that it is more difficult to invest if de-
mand and price are uncertain, which is a consequence of liberalization and inter-
national competition (ADL 1999, p. 30). ADL thus refers to the market and not 
to regulation as a cause for delay of investments. That criticism again shows a 
sense of realism in response to academic sophistication. 
 

Evaluation of the use of warrants 

Quite in opposition to research expectations and the results of the Schiphol case 
is that academics use more motivational arguments in this case than consultants. 
Four academic advisers refer to the desirability of liberalization. None of the con-
sultants uses this motivational warrant. The use of these controversial warrants 
does not fit academic ethos. Both professions refer to legal and economic criteria 
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and to the electricity act as warrants. These warrants are hardly controversial. Both 
professions use causal arguments and academic advisers’ are more embedded in 
theory, as expected, whereas consultant refer more to common sense realism, like 
in the Schiphol case.  
 

7.5 Academic backing is based on text sources 

Backings have to support the existence of grounds and warrants. Chapter 5 con-
cluded with the research expectation that consultants refer to their own experi-
ences, observations, and oral sources to back their arguments; academic advisers 
rely more on arguments proved by scientific method. Reference to previous re-
search is a popular academic method of backing. In the Schiphol debate these ex-
pectations are all illustrated. Only the absence of interviews and group discussions 
by consultants is unexpected. Table 7.7 presents the use of backings in the elec-
tricity debate ordered by (1) the use of text sources, (2) the use of techniques like 
calculations or statistics, and (3) reference to experience by means of reflection or 
discussion with others. 

 
Table 7.7: Sources as backing for statements in reports about liberalization 

Consultants Academics  

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Text sources           

References to scientific research (reports, books, articles)  X X X  X X X X X

References to (policy) reports by consultants or private organizations X X  X X X X X X X

References to policy texts or laws written by government/ministries X   X X X X X X X

References to annual reports   X   X   X  

References to public statistics or public databases X X X X X X X  X  

References to newspapers  X  X       

References according to scientific standards X   X  X X X X X

           

References to more than 50 different sources      X  X X  

References to 20 – 50 different sources    X      X

References to less than 20 different sources X X X  X  X    

           

Technical sources           

Use of statistical techniques         X  

Own calculation of welfare effects X  X  X X X    

Use of economic model      X X    

           

Oral or experience based sources           

Reference to own expertise, experience, interpretation or view authors X X   X       

Face to face (expert) interviews X X  X X X     

Group discussions  X         

Tele-interviews or enquiry   X        

Use of their own database   X  X      
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Academics cite three times more than consultants 

Citations 
The use of text sources in the electricity debate (table 7.7) is similar to the Schi-
phol debate and in line with the expectation of table 5.4. Consultants use on aver-
age about 15 sources; academic advisers average about three times as many. Only 
the use of existing statistics is a specialty of consultants Again they show a prefer-
ence for empirical sources and non-academic literature like policy reports or re-
search journalism, although academics refer more to these sources in absolute fig-
ures.  

Different compared to the Schiphol debate is that consultants’ references to 
these sources are more careless than in the Schiphol debate: only two reports fol-
low scientific rules of citation. However, that is more in line with expected differ-
ences. 

 
Statistics, calculation and economic models as sources 
Compared to consultants academics use more advanced technical sources like 
economic models or statistics to back their arguments (table 7.7), attempting to 
model the complexities of reality. The TU (1996, p. 5; p. 40) report applies a quan-
titative Scandinavian model known as NEDMOD. The OCFEB (1997, p. 39-45) 
applies a semi-general equilibrium model to estimate indirect effects of liberaliza-
tion. Both consider an economic equilibrium model the best way to systematically 
estimate all influences (TU 1996, p. 41; OCFEB 1997, p. 43). Nyfer (2001, p. 50) 
applies statistical techniques.  

Since economic models are not perfect and their mechanics hard to under-
stand, consultants prefer deliberate guesses over the use of what they consider a 
black box argument. When heir guesses are based on calculations, they can be ex-
plained rather easily, even to laypeople. In academic reports the results that follow 
the application of a model are often presented as expert knowledge without de-
tailed explanation of the model. TU’s NEDMOD model estimates that the wel-
fare effect of liberalization is about €200 million. The model is like the expert or 
authority in this case and backs the claim. 
 
Experience based sources 
The use of non-text sources in the electricity debate (table 7.7) corresponds better 
to the research expectations than in the Schiphol debate. Consultants refer to their 
own experiences, as well as the experiences of other experts and practitioners by 
interviewing them. KPMG BEA (1998, p. 7) interviewed members of work coun-
cils and management teams of five leading utilities. ADL (1999, p. 14) talked with 
36 parties in the field. EIM/IOO (2001, p. 6) and EIM (2002, p. 6) based their 
estimations on interviews, enquiries, and desk research. Capgemini (2006, p. 14) 
interviewed 16 external and 6 internal experts in the field. Also group discussion is 
mentioned as an instrument to settle a difference in opinion (ADL 1999, p. 15). 
Academic advisers make little use of these methods – common sense techniques 
to cope with reality – to generate knowledge.  
 



   195

If value statements were non-controversial, they would need no backing 

Several issues require valuation in the electricity debate. The first is whether ef-
fects are positive or negative. Employment effects are an example of different ap-
praisals by consultants and academics. Academics see only the positive side of in-
creased labor productivity; consultants acknowledge the social consequences of a 
reduction of employment in the electricity sector. The sum of effects caused by 
liberalization is another issue where academic advisers are more positive in their 
valuation than consultants.  

The expectation was that academics do not use valuations or motivational ar-
guments unless they are non-controversial. In that case they need no specific 
backing; they are generally accepted. In the electricity debate academic advisers 
refer to values more than consultants. Most of these value statements are contro-
versial from a social perspective. The benefits of liberalization are controversial, 
but academics treat their value statements as non-controversial, which makes their 
valuations uncritical and poorly backed. Non-controversial normative statements 
would not need backing, but controversial statements do. 

How could the existence of a value be backed? Investigating the acceptance 
by means of group discussions, interviews or enquiries are possibilities. People 
talk about controversial values. In the electricity debate, KPMG BEA (1998, p. 1) 
and Capgemini (2006, p. 4) express employee worries, bringing in the interest of 
one group of stakeholders. Since they know that employees and labor unions have 
expressed concern, they can refer to expressions of stakeholders. That is how con-
sultants back statements expressing local concerns that may conflict with the con-
cerns of employers or taxpayers. These values have an aesthetic character and are 
seldom non-controversial. 

 

Evaluation of the reference to backings 

The backings of positive statements in the electricity debate are as expected. Aca-
demic advisers refer more to text sources than consultants. Academic advisers 
prefer academic sources; consultants refer more to policy reports and public statis-
tics. Academic advisers also use more advanced techniques of estimation, like sta-
tistics and economic models. Consultants refer more to experience-based sources 
and common sense beliefs. They often refer to interviews in the electricity debate. 

Academic advisers do not back their value statements in the electricity debate, 
yet make more use of them than consultants. That academics do not back value 
statements was expected since they claim to refer only to non-controversial state-
ments. This approach is problematic, since academics’ value statements are rather 
controversial, which was unexpected. 

 

7.6 Presentation in academic reports appears more neutral 

The research expectations about presentation summarized in table 5.4 are that 
consultants present their advice and conclusions more expressively with a conclu-
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sions-first structure, conclusions in headings, textboxes, diagrams and tables. Aca-
demic advisers better show how they come to their conclusions by devoting whole 
sections to methodology and theory and by applying the process structure of sci-
entific research papers. The Schiphol case illustrated these expectations but with 
exceptions: consultants paid more attention to their approach than expected and 
academic advisers did not always use the process structure in their reports. The 
question is if these exceptions gain strength in the electricity case. 

Table 7.8 shows the results in the liberalization reports. The first group of 
rows in table 7.8 shows how conclusions and advice are presented. The second 
addresses the key line in the text. The third describes special means of accentua-
tion like headings, highlighted text, and use of tables and figures. 
 
Table 7.8: Differences in structure and presentation of liberalization reports 

Consultants Academics  

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

Conclusions and advice           

Summary or introduction with conclusions and/or recommendations X   X X X   X X

Conclusions and/or recommendations (also) in the last section X X X X X X X X  X

           

Key line and subsections           

Key line of main sections has a methodological structure        X   

Key line presents the kinds of economic impact   X X  X     

Key line presents economic impact of alternatives of liberalization X    X  X  X  

Key line presents effects per target group  X        X

One or more (sub)-sections on methodology or approach X X X X X X X X X  

One or more (sub)-sections on theory before application  X    X  X X X

           

Means of accentuation           

Overall impression: the report has an expressive/conclusive writing style X X  X X      

Conclusions or questions in headings X X  X X    X X

Central claims in textboxes or in bold  X X  X X      

Details or elaborations in textboxes         X X

Use of diagrams to illustrate outline, a line of argument or a situation X X X  X    X  

Use of diagrams to illustrate general theory  X    X    X

Use of diagrams and/or tables to present results X X X X X X X X X X

Use of tables to summarize conclusions X X  X X X X X X  

Use of tables to evaluate with symbols (+;-) or with words X X  X X X  X X  

 

Academic advisers stress conclusions more than expected 

In the electricity debate there is little difference between academic advisers and 
consultants in the use of an executive summary and the presentation of conclu-
sions or recommendations (table 7.8). In two reports, academic advisers (TU 
1996; SEO 2003) begin with an executive summary and end with recommenda-
tions or conclusions in more detail, as in the Schiphol debate. These academic ad-
visers stress their conclusions like consultants. Consultants, on the other hand, do 
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not present their executive summaries and conclusions as expected in the electric-
ity debate: two consultant reports (ADL 1999; IOO/EIM 2001) present conclu-
sions at the end of the report and not in an executive summary or introduction. 
The ADL (1999) report presents conclusions and recommendations at the end of 
the three main sections on production and distribution of electricity and produc-
tion of gas. They present many conclusions and recommendations throughout the 
report. It is also exceptional because it is written in PowerPoint. The Capgemini 
(2006) report is also written in PowerPoint, but more according to the conven-
tions of a consultant report. The reports by EIM/IOO (2001) in combination 
with EIM (2002) are also exceptional: they present results but no summary. The 
first report has a conclusion, but the second report only presents information like 
an appendix. The KPMG BEA (1998) report comes close to the expected con-
sultant format. The last two chapters conclude with two scenarios, and it presents 
general conclusions in the summary. An executive summary and elaboration on 
the recommendation at the end of the report is best visible in CE (2005) and Cap-
gemini (2006). 
 

The process structure in academic reports waters down 

Consultant reports 
EIM/IOO and CE have a key line that discusses different economic effects (table 
7.8). The structure is appropriate since they have to investigate effects. CE (2005) 
discusses how the effects of the new electricity act can interfere with the three po-
litical objectives of clean energy (no pollution), reliable energy, and low-priced en-
ergy. The first objective is discussed in one section, since it is the most important 
objective for the client. The other two objectives are discussed in the last section 
before the conclusion. KPMG BEA and Capgemini follow institutional alterna-
tives in their key line. They focus on the different options to reorganize utilities 
given the new electricity act. The last kind of structure applied by consultants dis-
cusses the effect of liberalization for certain groups. ADL (1999) discusses the ef-
fects of liberalization in terms of producers and distributors of electricity. 
 
Academic reports 
The structure of the ESM (1999) report is the only one that can be classified as 
methodological (table 7.8). There is no unity in the subjects of the main sections 
such as discussion of different effects. Two other reports that show elements of a 
methodological structure apply an economic model (TU 1996; OCFEB 1997), but 
the methodological structure does not dominate. The TU (1996) report discusses 
different effects in the main sections, like welfare, innovation, and competitive-
ness of the Dutch economy. The key line is about effects and is the most domi-
nant element. The most popular structure is organized along institutional alterna-
tives and their effects. The OCFEB report has four main sections about the elec-
tricity sector, two about effects preceding the new electricity act, and two about 
effects following the new electricity act. The sections first describe the institu-
tional context, and then the resulting economic effects. Nyfer (2001) discusses the 
regulation options of Dte, the legal supervisor of the electricity market, as a way to 
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organize the report. SEO (2003) discusses effects of regulation in the two sub-
sectors of the electricity market, distribution and production. 

 

Academic advisers elaborate on theory 

Two similarities with the Schiphol debate are (1) most academic advisers show a 
strong preference to elaborate on theory in sub-sections and consultants do not 
(expected); and (2) two consultant reports devoted subsections to methodology in 
the Schiphol debate and all consultants show their approach in subsections in the 
electricity debate (unexpected). Academic advisers also do that in four reports, but 
that is as expected (table 7.8). 
 

Academics advisers differentiate little between details and main points 

Research expectations assume that consultants write more expressively than aca-
demic advisers. The Schiphol debate confirms this expectation: consultants use 
conclusive headings, textboxes, diagrams and tables to stress their most important 
claims. Academic advisers also use many of these means but in a different way. 
Headings present the subject or function of a section in a neutral way; textboxes 
are used to elaborate on details like footnotes and diagrams; tables are mainly used 
to present results. Does the electricity debate illustrate these expectations likewise? 
 
Headings 
Consultants use conclusive headings intensively (table 7.8). The reports in Power-
Point by ADL (1999) and Capgemini (2006) start most sections with the conclu-
sion of that section. An example (ADL 1999, p. 29): ‘We expect 10 big electricity pro-
ducers and some niche players in Europe in the near future.’ After that heading 4 sub-
conclusions summarize the research. The research accounts are presented on the 
next page in more detail. An example from Capgemini (2006, p. 22): ‘Continuation 
of the current situation will result in a loss of 5400-5600 fte.’ This conclusion is supported 
by 5 claims, which are the conclusive headings of 5 subsequent subsections. The 
CE (2005) report also uses conclusive headings. CE (2005, p. 9) starts the third 
section with the heading ‘Consequences for pollution.’ The subsections present a list of 
consequences. An example from the list (CE 2005, p. 11): ‘Stagnation of total energy.’ 
The KPMG BEA (1998) report uses few conclusive headings. It addresses weak-
nesses in regulation in a subsection, which begins with the heading (KPMG BEA 
1998, p. 17); ‘Ambiguities and uncertainties in regulation.’  

Academic reports hardly have conclusive headings. The best examples are 
(Nyfer 2001, p. 75): ‘Natural monopoly?’ and (SEO 2003, p. 29): ‘Does the European 
market exist?’ in both cases the authors argue that there are good reasons to ques-
tion the claim presented in the heading. As in the Schiphol debate, academic ad-
visers prefer subject and functional headings. 
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Tables, textboxes and bold texts 
Textboxes and bold text are other means used by consultants to stress important 
claims (table 7.8). These are pieces of the argument a reader should not miss, even 
in browsing the report. Most consultant reports use textboxes or bold text as ex-
pected: only the report by EIM/IOO 2001 is exceptional. Academic advisers use 
textboxes less frequently and also differently. Nyfer (2001) and SEO (2003) use 
textboxes like footnotes that elaborate on theory or report details. 

Diagrams are also used in an unexpected way (table 7.8). Consultants and aca-
demic advisers both use diagrams to present results in pie charts, scatter diagrams, 
bar charts, etc., but consultants also draw diagrams to outline their reports 
(KPMG BEA 1998, p. 7; ADL 1999, p. 3, p. 16), to illustrate a market (ADL 
1999, p. 5-7, 18; EIM and IOO 2001, p. 6; EIM 2002 p. 7) and to illustrate de-
pendencies and interrelations (ADL 1999, p.12-13, 19; KPMG BEA p. 2; 12; Cap-
gemini 2006, p. 7; 9). Academic advisers are less used to visualizing the logic of 
their arguments with drawings. Only the Nyfer (2001, p. 31) report uses some-
thing similar in illustrating how the market has worked after the 1998 electricity 
act. SEO (2003, p. 20) and TU (1996, p. 39, p. 66, p. 69) use diagrams like supply 
and demand curves or Porter’s model of five competitive forces to illustrate the-
ory.  

The differences in the use of tables visible in the Schiphol debate are also visi-
ble in the electricity debate, but table 7.8 is not very conclusive in this respect, 
since academic advisers do use tables to summarize, present overviews or evalu-
ate, albeit less frequently. Consultants often use tables this way. Academics more 
often use tables to present a lot of information in as much detail as possible, since 
it is knowledge that can be useful; consultants do that sometimes. If academics 
present an evaluative table that gives a nice overview of the effectiveness of in-
struments, as in the ESM (1999) report, they present it in the appendix whereas 
consultants would have started a main section with such a table.  

 

Evaluation 

The structure of academic reports is more like consultant reports than expected. 
Only twice do consultant reports pay detailed attention to recommendations at 
the end of the report and more global attention in an executive summary. That is 
not more than academic advisers in the electricity debate. Only one academic re-
port follows the process structure, which makes their presentation even more like 
consultants’. 

Academic reports do show the expected character in the elaboration on the-
ory and methodology in special sub-sections. The difference with consultants’ re-
ports remains small, since consultant reports also devote sub-sections to method-
ology. They do not, however, elaborate on theory as academics do. 

The elements of presentation that show expected differences between con-
sultants and academic advisers are not on the level of text structure but on the 
level of writing. These differences are visible in the more expressive use of head-
ings, tables, and diagrams by consultants and the more neutral use of headings by 
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academic advisers. Academic advisers try to present information; consultants have 
a message, and stress what they consider important. 

 

7.7 Intermediate evaluation of the electricity case 

The electricity debate illustrates most research expectations based on chapter 4 
and 5 regarding consultants. One exception is the presentation of research meth-
odology. The Schiphol case showed a similar exception, that they paid more atten-
tion to methodological rebuttals than expected.For both professions the expecta-
tion about the difference in breadth and depth of argumentation is not illustrated 
in the electricity debate. It even shows results contrary to the expectation: academ-
ics argue not as specialists and consultants present more specialized detail argu-
ments than academic advisers. For consultants these are the only two exceptions 
in the electricity debate. 

Academic advisers do not meet almost half of the expectations in the electric-
ity debate. Some of the exceptions found in the Schiphol debate appear again, 
adding something new to traditional academic ethos or undermining it. Examples 
are that they give normative advice, draw normative conclusions and disregard 
negative effects compared to consultants. Also unexpected is their lack of atten-
tion to methodological rebuttals and their use of motivational arguments. Some 
other unexpected results regarding the use of practical rebuttals and presentation 
can be seen as positive addition to their advice practice, not conflicting with their 
ethos. 

The conclusions will summarize the results of the two cases in more detail. 
Purpose is to find out what elements in the practice of academic advisers can still 
be seen as exceptional and what elements show that traditional academic ethos or 
practice really conflict with each other. It may be needed that some aspects in aca-
demic ethos or practice have to become better aligned. 
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8. Conclusions and discussion 

The analysis of advice practices performed by academic advisers and consultants 
allows us to now compare their (dis)similarities and to see if they confirm or con-
tradict the ethos for both professions and in both debates. The two comparisons 
are necessary to triangulate the results. When both cases show similar practices, 
the evidence grows that they illustrate the character of consultants and academic 
advisers. When these practices correspond with the self-reflections of both pro-
fessions it is further support for the adequacy of the characterization. Differences 
between ethos and practice, or between the practices in the debates renders the 
results more ambiguous, but it also may be point to significant statements regard-
ing the real character of either academic advisers or consultants compared to his 
ethos. 

The results based on triangulation also enable a comparison of the perform-
ance of both professions. The actual practices of advice argumentation in the de-
bates are most important here, but whether consultants and academic advisers ar-
gue as they say they do is also relevant. A difference between ethos and practice 
will undermine the ethos and effect disappointing practices because they are not 
what the clients expect. The comparison of performances is necessary to answer 
the main research question that asks why the market views consultants as better 
than academic advisers. 

Apparently consultants and academic advisers do something differently. That 
is visible in the two cases, it is visible in their ethos, and it is visible in the way the 
professions characterize each other. Academics especially characterize consultants 
in a humiliating way: charlatans who lack an accepted body of knowledge, are 
overpaid, tell clients nothing new, and are sometimes responsible for corporate 
failures. Consultant practices are seen as superficial and based on empty rhetoric 
(Fincham 1999, p. 338; Salaman 2002, p. 250). Consultants, however, have their 
own suspicions towards academics. Academics seem only able to talk, and not do 
what really matters (Czarniawska and Mazza 2003, p. 277). 

Some academics admit that they feel uncomfortable with the situation that the 
market takes consultants more seriously than academic advisers. Consultants have 
a larger market share and fetch higher fees. Because senior executives take con-
sultants seriously, these academics argue, academics should take them seriously as 
well (Salaman 2002, p. 251; Kieser 2002, p. 212). Consultant methods are not aca-
demic, but do academics know how they work? Why are consultants more effec-
tive? What do they do differently? Academics should be able to answer these 
questions. 

A related issue is the academic concept of advice. Economists and other so-
cial scientists have defined advice in an instrumental way. An academic adviser has 
to deliver the relevant causal relations that are to help a client reach his ends. Such 
information is considered useful. Is that definition of academic advice sufficient to 
cover the practice of academic advisers? If not, what other elements belong to 
academic advice in practice? Is advice only based on scientific knowledge and re-
search, or are other human elements involved? 



   202 

From a philosophical perspective advice is more than pointing to the means 
to reach an end. It is also a speech act whose intent is to influence action. By this 
intention it creates a new social reality. Even though advice is not a command, it is 
not something that is easily denied. Supporting why we choose not to follow a 
recommendation is socially expected, especially when the recommendation is well 
prepared and supported with good arguments. What concept of advice can best 
characterize the advice practices of academic advisers and consultants? 

A rhetorical analysis can answer this question by analyzing whether academic 
advice is based on the argument by cause, or on more and different arguments, 
such as the motivational argument. The cases have offered some evidence that a 
philosophical perspective to characterize advice is more promising than the in-
strumental advice concept of economists. We still have to find out if this evidence 
is exceptional or fundamental. 

The cases also have indicated that academic advisers do not always follow 
their ethos. In some respects they seem to imitate consultants. The question, how-
ever, is how frequent and how fundamental these imitations are. Are they excep-
tions to the rule, or do they point to primary characteristics of academic advice 
practices? The imitations are surprising: academics have no inside experience as 
consultants and cannot appreciate the way consultants work.  

In the Schiphol case academic advisers often performed as expected. In the 
electricity case, however, their performance was more often unexpected. What 
conclusions can be drawn after collating the results? Do academic advisers have 
an ambiguous character, or is it partly ambiguous and partly unequivocal? Do con-
sultants perform as they suggest on behalf of their ethos, or do they too have 
some ambiguous elements in their character? 

Before turning to these questions I must address my own academic ethos. I 
cannot draw conclusions like I could as a consultant. The cases suggest that aca-
demic advisers do not give advice in a neutral way but rather present normative 
arguments as uncontroversial when they are not. Is my research design strong 
enough to draw these firm conclusions as an academic? For a consultant the re-
sults of the cases are strong enough to suggest some action. Will that also be the 
case in the context of academic research and academic advice? What conclusions 
can I draw, and what conclusions lay beyond the scope of this research? 
 

8.1 Strengths and limitations of the research design 

The cases show different results partly because of the content of the debates. For 
that reason, the chosen research design to compare academic advisers and con-
sultants within topical debates gives better results than a comparison of reports 
independent of content. For some categories the latter would do; backing and 
presentation preferences, for example, seem content-independent. Other catego-
ries are more content-dependent. A comparison of academic reports about elec-
tricity with consultant reports about Schiphol would yield less reliable results. A 
benefit of the research design is the increased reliability stemming from the com-
parison of both professions within specific debates.  
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A limitation of the research design is that it does not cover all relevant sources 
of knowledge. It is not only written communication that effects advice; consult-
ants talk at length with their clients, and often prepare their written conclusions 
on that basis. Indeed, stressing the importance of oral communication is embed-
ded in the consultant ethos. Traditional economic research practices, however, 
exclude oral arguments from my investigation; I can only claim their importance 
through my own experience and reflections in literature. Direct knowledge about 
oral processes is hard to assess. It would require observations and the quality of 
such data is more difficult to guarantee than written sources. The advantage of 
reports as data is their high quality. Reports can be analyzed carefully and the 
analysis can be replicated. 

Because oral sources are excluded from the research design, I have not talked 
with clients and therefore cannot say anything about what happened with the rec-
ommendations after publication. I do not know if clients appreciated consultant 
recommendations more than academic advice and thus cannot say that clients 
confirm that consultants deserve a higher fee. The conclusions about the advice 
style of consultants and academic advisers do have consequences for clients, how-
ever, and I will try to infer them in the next chapter. 

I have not talked to academic advisers or consultants. I have observed their 
argumentation practice in their writing, but cannot ask them to justify it. Given 
the clash between academic ethos and practice, that merits attention. Why are aca-
demic advisers so unbalanced and normative in their arguments as demonstrated 
in the electricity debate and so in disagreement with each other regarding their 
positive statements as demonstrated in the Schiphol debate? These are questions 
for discussion with academic advisers; it is impossible to glean the motives of aca-
demics from the reports or derive them from literature on their ethos. Is it their 
personality? Is it a consequence of academic research practice? Or is it both? 
Rhetoricians would argue that it is a consequence of excluding humanist values 
from research practice by defining it as a technical, modernist/positivist enter-
prise. That creates a moral vacuum, which unduly challenges the personal integrity 
of the academic adviser. What would academic advisers say to this? That question 
deserves further research. 

My analysis is rhetorical and interpretive. I have investigated the argumenta-
tion practices and preferences in detail. The interpretations are as transparent as 
possible by presenting quotes, paraphrasing the arguments and making compari-
sons, albeit the interpretations are not always as transparent as I would like them 
to be. Qualifying attention to modality, for example, is difficult. I have found that 
academics stress uncertainties more than consultants, but that is my interpretation 
based on my reading. It is a judgment based on impressions, much like teachers’ 
assessments of students’ essays. Language-based interpretation is problematic, but 
like Alvesson and Kärreman (2000, p. 154) argue it can give sensible results. 

Given the research design some conclusions cannot be formulated, but those 
based on the cases, the literature, personal observation and experience are reliable 
because all comparisons are made in a similar context. Comparisons between con-
sultants and academic advisers who have the same assignments and clients, and 
are involved in the same debate or conversation will yield meaningful differences. 
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The results are also reliable because the known, accessible written sources allow 
replication of the research. Anyone can look at the reports or literature where the 
professions reflect on advice activity. My relevant experiences are written and 
made transparent. Any reader is invited to compare them to their own experiences 
and critically relate them to my argument. A broader experience base might have 
improved the results, especially regarding academic advice. Further research in 
that direction is justifiable. 

The question how representative the conclusions are will be discussed in more 
detail at the end of this chapter. The conclusions are general in two directions. 
First they are representative for the whole group of consultants or academic ad-
visers if the triangulation of literature and report analysis including my own ex-
periences shows only similar results. If the cases and my experiences show differ-
ent results compared to the reflections in the literature the results from the litera-
ture are contested. The implication is that ethos is not visible in practice, which 
undermines the general characterization of the profession based on the literature 
review, which is a second way in which the conclusions can be representative be-
cause it will result in the general claim of an ambiguous character.  

 

8.2 Overview of results 

Figure 8.1 summarizes ten reports written by consultants and ten reports written 
by academic advisers. It shows if the reports meet consultant or academic criteria, 
and therefore how often and to what degree both professions confirm their ethos. 
Categories on the x axis correspond to consultant ethos if their value is close to 
ten, which implies that ten reports give normative advice, or present certain claims 
etc. The opposite, values close to zero expresses academic ethos, which implies 
that none of the academic reports gives normative advice, that they address uncer-
tainties etc. The upper line shows consultant practices, the lower line academic 
practices.  
 
Figure 8.1: Number of reports that meet consultant ethos (top) or academic ethos (bottom) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 8.1 illustrates that academic advisers and consultants perform differently, 
but less differently than we would expect according to their ethos. Academics 

0

2

4

6

8

10

no
rm

ati
ve

 ad
vic

e

main
ly 

ce
rta

in 
cla

im
s

pra
cti

ca
l re

bu
tta

ls

no
 m

eth
od

olo
gic

al 
reb

utt
als

ow
n q

ua
nti

fic
ati

on

moti
va

tio
na

l a
rgu

men
ts

co
mmon

 se
ns

e c
au

sa
lity

les
s t

ha
n 2

0 r
efe

ren
ce

s

ref
ere

nc
e t

o o
ral

 so
urc

es

su
bje

ct 
str

uc
tur

e

no
 se

cti
on

s o
n m

eth
od

olo
gy

no
 se

cti
on

s o
n p

ure
 th

eo
ry

ex
pre

ss
ive

 w
riti

ng
 st

yle

consultant reports
academic reports



   205

move in a consultant direction, and in some respects perform like consultants, but 
according to consultant criteria never do better than consultants. In those cases, 
therefore, they do not meet their own criteria. 

Not all categories are included, like attention to negative effects or a balanced 
valuation of effects; in those cases consultant and academic ethos overlap too 
much. The upper line shows that consultants and their ethos have a relatively 
good fit. Only the category on methodology shows an imitation of academic prac-
tices. The lower line often veers up, which implies that academic advisers often do 
not act in accordance with their ethosThe practice of academic advisers some-
times even drifts in directions that conflict with their ethos. On average 3.5 of the 
10 academic reports did not meet academic ethos. Consultants meet their own 
ethos better: on average 7.8 consultant reports met the expectations based on their 
ethos. Only 2.2 of 10 consultant reports did not meet consultant ethos.  

Do academic adaptations help in competing with consultants? If so, at what 
cost? Some adaptations like paying attention to practical rebuttals would not re-
main in conflict with academic ethos because they are an improvement of aca-
demic performance. Other adaptations, like giving normative advice or using mo-
tivational arguments, will always be in conflict with the ethos of the neutral ad-
viser. These adaptations show the identity crisis of academic advisers regarding 
their advice methods as suggested by of a number of self-critical academics 
(Alvesson and Johansson 2002, p. 230; Argyris 1996, p. 393; Van Baalen 2001, p. 
90; Berglund and Werr 2000, p. 652; Ten Bos 2001 p. 45; Kieser p. 2002, p. 222; 
Salaman 2002, p. 251; Weggeman 2001, p. 112-115). 

The next sections discuss the categories, which address differences in advice 
argumentation, including those omitted for overlap and those that cannot be 
counted in terms of reports, such as having a generalist or specialist orientation in 
the debate. The sections below summarize the results of the two cases, compare 
the analyzed practices with the expectations based on ethos, and compare the per-
formances of academic advisers and consultants. Where possible I discuss implica-
tions for the conceptualization of economic advice. 

 

8.3 The degree of specialization is similar 

Consultants claim to argue in a more generalist way and academic advisers claim 
to be specialized experts. Academics claim to provide well supported knowledge 
and consider consultant knowledge superficial. An analysis of the contribution of 
both professions in the two debates does not confirm these results. Considering 
both debates, the degree of specialization and generalization in the arguments is 
the same, and consultants and academic advisers use a similar number of argu-
ments. Table 8.1 summarizes the hypotheses (formulated in chapter 5) and the 
most important results concerning the degree of specialization in the argumenta-
tion (chapters 6 and 7). 
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Table 8.1: Specialist or generalist argumentation 
Consultant use of arguments Academic use of arguments 
Hypothesis: 

More breadth of argument: generalist approach. 

 

Hypothesis: 

More depth of argument: specialist approach. 

Schiphol case 

• Somewhat generalist argumentation; 

• Similar number of arguments. 

 

Schiphol case 

• Somewhat specialist argumentation; 

• Similar number of arguments. 

Liberalization case 

• Rather specialist argumentation; 

• Similar number of arguments. 

Liberalization case 

• Rather generalist argumentation; 

• Similar number of arguments. 

 

Not as expected 

In both debates the argumentation of consultants and academic advisers is similar 
with respect to the number of arguments presented (breadth). Staying with a gen-
eralist or specialist style of argumentation is not clear; the differences actually can-
cel each other out and most can be related to differences in the assignments. No 
differences can be attributed to the ethos of the professions. Because academic 
advisers claim to practice a specialist approach, the use of more detailed argu-
ments is expected. This is not the case. 
 

Differences between the cases 

In the Schiphol debate the expectation that academics argue more like specialist is 
to some extent illustrated. The electricity debate shows the reverse. Consultants 
present more detailed argumentation. There is no good reason to assume that the 
debates can explain this difference, or that academic microeconomists argue in 
more general terms than academic transport economists. It seems incidental to the 
formulation and scope of the individual assignments. 
 

Performance compared 

Academics have claimed to present more profound knowledge in their reports 
compared to consultants who present fashionable, superficial knowledge and who 
are even characterized as charlatans (Van Aken 2001, p. 314; Bloomfield and 
Danieli 1995, p. 39). If consultants are charlatans, academic advisers are as well 
given the similar contributions to the debates. Academics are not more specialized 
and do not use more or substantially different arguments than consultants. Since 
the contributions are equivalent, the results cannot explain why consultants can 
ask higher fees or why their consulting has more value from a client’s perspective. 
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8.4 The central claims in economic advice are normative 

Claims can be conclusions about situations, or recommendations for improving a 
situation. In the debates most claims suggest improvements in a normative sense, 
advice claims in the common sense of the word. The research expectation states 
that consultants present concrete and normative advice and academic advisers in-
stead give only neutral and instrumental “if-then” advice. 

Claims can be presented with doubts or certainty (modality), and claims can 
be refined with rebuttals. Consultants claim to stress certainty whereas academic 
advisers stress uncertainty. Regarding the rebuttals in the argument, we would ex-
pect that both consultants and academics not only pay attention to all relevant 
positive, but also to negative effects. Negative effects are rebuttals that partly un-
dermine the force of the positive effects. We also expect that consultants present 
more concrete rebuttals whereas academic advisers stress the importance of theo-
retical or methodological rebuttals more often than consultants. Table 8.2 presents 
the hypothesis as formulated in chapter 5 and summarizes the most important re-
sults of chapters 6 and 7 about the use and modality of claims, and the use of re-
buttals. 
 
Table 8.2: Treatment of the claim 

Consultant treatment of the claim Academic treatment of the claim 
Hypothesis 

Concrete or evaluative conclusions and advice. Em-

phasis is on likelihood and on practical conditions of 

rebuttal. 

Hypothesis 

General and neutral conclusions. No normative advice. 

Emphasis is on uncertainties and on theoretical condi-

tions of rebuttal. 

 

Schiphol case 

• Four reports give advice; 

• All reports present concrete or evaluative conclu-

sions about effects/conditions; 

• All reports mainly present certain or bold claims; 

• All reports mention negative effects; 

• Four reports give practical conditions of rebuttal; 

• Three reports present methodological conditions of 

rebuttal. 

 

Schiphol case 

• One report gives advice; 

• Three reports present evaluative and two neutral 

conclusions; 

• Three reports stress uncertainties; 

• Two reports mention negative effects; 

• No report presents practical conditions of rebuttal; 

• Four reports present methodological conditions of 

rebuttal. 

 

Liberalization case 

• Three reports give advice; 

• All reports present concrete conclusions about ef-

fects/conditions; 

• All reports mainly present certain or bold claims; 

• All reports mention negative effects; 

• All reports pay attention to practical conditions of 

rebuttal including the effect of scenarios; 

• No methodological conditions of rebuttal. 

Liberalization case 

• Four reports give advice; 

• Four reports present evaluative or concrete conclu-

sions about effects or conditions; 

• Three reports stress uncertainties; 

• Four report mention negative effects; 

• All reports pay attention to practical conditions of 

rebuttal, including the effect of scenarios; 

• No methodological conditions of rebuttal. 
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As expected 

Table 8.2 shows that consultants perform as expected in both debates regarding 
the use of claims and their modality, and the use of rebuttals. Only their awareness 
of methodological rebuttals in the Schiphol debate is unexpected. Academic ad-
visers on the contrary do not practice what they preach. In the Schiphol debate 
academic advisers perform more according to their ethos than in the electricity 
debate; overall they do not quite perform in line with their ethos. The remaining 
differences between them and consultants are insubstantial. The most substantial 
and expected difference is that academic advisers pay more attention to uncertain-
ties than consultants. 

 

Not as expected 

None of the academic reports gives economic if-then advice, which would focus 
on the delivery of useful knowledge that may help to reach given objectives. There 
are five academic reports that give normative advice, four in the electricity debate, 
and one in the Schiphol debate. These academic reports give advice on the level of 
policy, which is outside the theoretical boundaries of economic advice.  

In the case of liberalization academic advisers conclude positively that society 
will benefit from liberalization of the electricity market, leaving their neutrality or 
distance behind. Also in the Schiphol debate three academic reports only refer to 
positive effects in their conclusions and argumentation. Consultants’ conclusions 
are more balanced than those of academic advisers because they pay more atten-
tion to negative effects. That makes academic advisers even less neutral than con-
sultants and undermines the academic ethos of the neutral expert.  
 

Beyond expectation 

Academic advisers pay more attention to practical rebuttals than expected and 
consultants pay more attention to methodological rebuttals than expected. Both 
practices can be seen as strengthening the ethos of the two professions. 
 

Differences between the cases 

The two cases show strong variation in results. For both professions the Schiphol 
case confirms most theoretical expectations regarding treatment of advice, conclu-
sions, modal qualifiers, and practical conditions of rebuttal. In the electricity de-
bate academic advisers come closer to the expected character of consultants. 
 

Performance compared 

Academic advisers vary greatly in their performance between the debates. In the 
Schiphol debate they work more like academics, in the electricity debate more like 
(but not quite the same as) consultants. Academics’ advice is not neutral if-then 
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advice; their conclusions are often evaluative. The variation in academic perform-
ance includes a significant number of academic advisers willing to argue quite one-
sidedly. Do they give up their neutral approach because they believe consultants 
do? If consultants do forgo a neutral approach, they at least do it more subtly. 
Consultant argumentation is never as unbalanced as academic argumentation in 
the two cases; they deliver according to their ethos. Their advice does not claim to 
be neutral, and only if their assignment is explicitly one of advocacy is it or should 
it be unbalanced. 

The variation in the quality and character of academic advice can contribute 
to explaining why academic advisers are paid less than consultants. The academic 
accusation of consultants’ shallowness and immoral attitude (Alvesson and Jo-
hansson 2002, p. 229) strikes back. Academic advisers’ one-sided arguments, un-
expected due to their ethos of neutrality, make their service inferior.  
 

8.5 Economic advice needs normative grounds 

The hypothesis on the use of grounds in table 5.4 states that consultants present 
effects more concretely, meaning that they try to quantify them. Academic advis-
ers quantify less but, per their claim, with higher standards of measurement. This 
expectation is illustrated by most reports. The hypothesis also states that consult-
ants’ present descriptively and with positive or negative characterizations. Aca-
demic advisers claim that their ethos of distance, neutrality, and positive science 
disallows giving such valuations. In practice, however, they do. They are necessary 
to draw the opiniative and positive conclusions discussed in the previous section. 
Table 8.3 summarizes the hypothesis and the most important results of chapters 6 
and 7 about the use of grounds. 
 
Table 8.3: The use of grounds 

Consultant use of grounds Academic use of grounds 
Hypothesis: 

Use of positive statements and valuations as grounds, 

both concrete and straight.  

 

Hypothesis: 

Exact and reliable statements preferred as grounds, 

but little fact production. No valuations.  

 

Schiphol case 

• Three reports produce own quantifications and one 

uncritically cites BCI estimations. Consensus; 

• Relative balanced valuation of effects in all reports. 

 

Schiphol case 

• One report produces its own quantifications ; one 

uncritically cites BCI estimations. No consensus; 

• Focus on positive economic effects. Three reports 

do not mention concrete negative effects. 

 

Liberalization case 

• Four reports produce own quantifications. Consen-

sus about results; 

• Balanced valuation of effects in all reports, paying 

more attention to negative effects and rebuttals re-

garding positive effects.  

Liberalization case 

• Two reports produce own quantifications applying 

academic method. Consensus with consultants; 

• Balanced valuation of effects in four reports, paying 

more attention to positive economic effects. One 

report does not mention negative effects. 
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As expected 

Table 8.3 shows that consultants perform as claimed regarding quantification and 
valuation of grounds. They present concrete estimations of their grounds and try 
to create a credible representation of the world in which their clients have to act. 
Academic advisers are also expected to stick to exact, reliable measurements. 
Some can produce them and others cannot give estimations that satisfy their crite-
ria. That academic advisers disagree so much with each other in the Schiphol de-
bate regarding quantification is unexpected and undermines their expert ethos. 

Regarding valuation consultants prefer an “all-partial” perspective (Van Luijk 
2001, p. 266). They pay serious attention to negative effects, and they present a 
more balanced view than academic advisers in both cases. They stay close to 
common-sense valuations. This balanced and also critical approach of consultants 
was expected based on consultants’ self-reflections. That they do better than aca-
demics in this respect was not. 
 

Not as expected 

Quite unexpected was the one-sided academic presentation of the values of the 
effects. Four out of ten academic reports offered only positive effects and three of 
them were rather biased. The neutral and distant approach that dominates aca-
demic ethos disappears in the practice of giving economic advice. Academic ad-
visers also present controversial valuations. Effects of liberalization were valued 
more positively by academic advisers than by consultants, and their treatment of 
positive and negative effects in the Schiphol case was unbalanced. Academic ad-
visers even tried to redefine negative environmental effects of Schiphol as posi-
tive. Economic ideology seems to strongly influence their judgments. They are not 
as neutral as they claim and therefore not honest about their consulting methods. 
They seem, though, to implicitly admit to normative arguments as academic advis-
ers. What else could explain risking the accusation of hypocrisy? 
 

Performance compared 

Academic advisers do not perform well in contributions to normative debates. 
Their arguments are often unbalanced and they lose credibility by claiming a neu-
tral attitude like Stiglitz (1998, p. 52) and other traditional economists just as they 
present one-sided arguments. 

Concerning positive grounds, presenting such different results in the Schiphol 
debate harms the academic claim of methodological rigor. They demonstrate that 
they do not really know and as a consequence do not benefit from their methods. 
The few quantifications in the electricity debate add little to consultants’ findings. 

Thus, regarding quantification of grounds and their normative interpretation, 
academic advisers are relatively bad performers compared to consultants. They 
quantify less, less well, and present relatively biased results. These differences can 
certainly contribute to explaining the lower market value of academic advisers. 
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8.6 Economic advice needs normative warrants 

Unexpectedly, academic advisers and consultants used similar kinds of warrants in 
both debates. The hypothesis is that consultants refer more to controversial mo-
tives and values in their argument than academic advisers. 

Warrants legitimize the argument. Reference to the positive effects of Schi-
phol is an argument for growth. If Schiphol grows, the positive effects do too. 
Implicit assumptions are that Schiphol and only Schipol causes these positive ef-
fects, and that the positive effects are desirable. These assumptions are the war-
rants that explicitly state that the motive for growth exists. Warrants can have 
many faces and characterize the argument. Arguments by causality, arguments that 
refer to laws or regulations, and arguments that refer to motives or values are 
popular in the context of advice. Table 8.4 summarizes the hypothesis on the use 
of warrants and the most important results of chapters 6 and 7. 
 
Table 8.4: The use of warrants 

Consultant use of warrants Academic use of warrants 
Hypothesis 

Warrants mainly based on common sense causality, 

not on high theory. Often reference to values, motives, 

norms and criteria. 

 

Hypothesis 

Warrants mainly based on theory embedded in eco-

nomic disciplines and on non-controversial normative 

principles, values or motives.  

 

Schiphol case 

• Four reports refer to controversial motives/values; 

• Three reports refer to completeness as criterion for 

social cost benefit analysis; 

• All reports apply causal arguments, but they are 

little embedded in theory. 

 

Schiphol case 

• Two reports refer to controversial motives/values; 

• Four reports refer to criteria of economic methodol-

ogy. No consensus; 

• All reports apply causality and often in the context 

of theory. 

 

Liberalization case 

• Three reports refer to controversial motives/values; 

• All reports refer to economic criteria and laws, but 

not to methodological criteria; 

• All reports apply causal arguments, and they are 

little embedded in theory. 

Liberalization case 

• All reports refer to controversial motives or values; 

• Four reports refer to electricity law, three to contro-

versial economic criteria. No criteria on method; 

• All reports apply causality and often in the context 

of theory. 

 

As expected 

Table 8.4 shows that consultants perform as expected regarding the use of moti-
vational arguments in both debates. They also refer to economic norms, criteria or 
laws in both debates. Academic advisers betray their ethos with respect to the use 
of motivational warrants and criteria by using controversial normative warrants as 
arguments. 

Both professions perform as expected in their use of causal arguments. Aca-
demic advisers are more theoretically elaborate about causality in both debates; 
consultants illustrate their minimal use of theory by hardly embedding theory in 
their arguments. 



   212 

Not as expected 

In the Schiphol debate one academic report applies controversial motivational ar-
guments; in the electricity debate motivational warrants are often apparent, again a 
departure from academic ethos by showing a partial and personal position. Many 
academics treat the desirability of liberalization as uncontroversial. However, cli-
ents brought liberalization to them as a controversial issue, and might find the leap 
problematic.  

Academic advisers’ arguments are also controversial when referring to criteria, 
norms or laws. The Schiphol debate shows no consensus about the methodo-
logical criteria that should be applied. The electricity debate shows many critical 
reflections on regulation problems, which implies that academics are involved in a 
controversial debate. 

Academic advisers do the right thing from a consultant perspective in partici-
pating in controversial normative debates, but should revise their ethos to practice 
this way. Their current approach undermines their credibility. They argue as moral 
economists in the electricity debate, implicitly admitting that academic advice is 
not instrumental or limited to supplying useful causal relationships. 
 

Beyond expectation 

Consultants discuss how to apply cost-benefit analysis appropriately regarding in-
vestments in Schiphol. The methodological awareness of consultants in three re-
ports is unexpected and adds positive value to their ethos: it is good to be aware 
of methodological questions. 
 

Difference between the cases 

The use of criteria, norms, and laws as warrants differs between the cases. In the 
Schiphol debate consultants and academic advisers both discuss methodological 
criteria. In the electricity debate they both discuss market principles and the law. 
The difference between the debates drives which warrants to use. Both profes-
sions are flexible enough to use the field-specific arguments that belong to a spe-
cific conversation. 
 

Performance compared 

Academics show greater use of theory in their arguments, but the added value of 
them is dubious. Their argument of the Dutch electricity market’s competitive ad-
vantage is countered by consultants who give arguments based on common sense. 
The erudition of academic arguments prevents me from surmising which are 
stronger, but lack of consensus regarding the multiplier effect in the Schiphol de-
bate undermines the academic adviser’s authority. Sophistication may lend aca-
demic advisers some kind of competitive advantage, but it does not result in a se-
rious threat to consultants. 
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In their use of motivational warrants, norms, and criteria academic advisers claim 
that they do not use controversial arguments (Blaug 1980, p. 129), but in their 
practice they do. That undermines the professional credibility of academic advis-
ers. Most problematic is that they present controversial warrants as if they were 
non-controversial, meaning they are presented without backing. 

Controversial arguments are necessary in an advisery capacity, but that it is a 
professional opinion should be clearly stated. Academic ethos claims that academ-
ics deliver general, objective knowledge and that they only apply universal values. 
That is not the case; they need a new ethos. Traditional academic ethos inspired 
by positivist/modernist methods misleads academic advisers and their clients. 
 

8.7 Scientific backings are not enough 

The use of backings is as expected. Academic advisers refer more to texts, con-
sultants more to experiences. A backing confirms that a warrant or a ground is 
true. If a motive is the warrant, the backing could be that a client confirms that he 
shares that motive. References to inventors of theories or research that prove the 
existence of a causal relation are the specialty of academic advisers. Table 8.5 
summarizes the hypothesis about backings and the results from chapters 6 and 7. 

 
Table 8.5: The use of backings 

Consultant use of backing Academic use of backing 
Hypothesis 

Backing based on experience, rough estimates and 

personal valuation. Outcomes should be “common 

sense” proof and “proof by experience.” 

 

Hypothesis 

Backings based on scientific method. Little sympathy 

for backing by “quick-and-dirty” research, experience 

and common sense.  

 

Schiphol case 

• Two reports refer to some scientific texts; 

• Four reports refer to public statistics; 

• On average ca. 15 text sources; 

• The three reports that refer to technical sources only 

use calculations; 

• Four reports refer to oral/personal sources; 

• Common sense and experience backing of value 

statements. 

 

Schiphol case 

• All reports refer to scientific texts; 

• Two reports refer to public statistics; 

• On average ca. 50 text sources; 

• The three reports that refer to technical sources use 

calculation, statistics and models; 

• Two reports refer to oral/personal sources; 

• Sophistic discussion of common sense valuation. 

 

Liberalization case 

• Three reports refer to some scientific texts; 

• All reports refer to public statistics; 

• On average ca. 15 text sources ; 

• The three reports that refer to technical sources only 

use calculations; 

• All reports refer to oral/personal sources; 

• Common sense and experience backing of value 

statements. 

Liberalization case 

• All reports refer to scientific texts; 

• Three reports refer to public statistics; 

• On average ca. 50 text sources; 

• The three reports that refer to technical sources use 

calculation, statistics and models; 

• One report refers to oral/personal sources; 

• No backing of value statements. 
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As expected 

Table 8.5 shows that the use of backings is similar in the two cases. Backings do 
not depend on the subject of discussion, but entirely on the ethos or character of 
each profession. The expectations based on ethos are clearly visible in the cases. 

Most differences are a matter of degree, since many sources are used by both 
academic advisers and consultants. Academic advisers prefer scientific sources 
whereas consultants prefer public statistics or public data. The number of refer-
ences to scientific texts differs strongly. If consultants refer to scientific texts it is 
often only one, whereas academic advisers have many references to scientific 
sources. Overall academic advisers use three times more text sources than con-
sultants.  

Technical methods to support an argument like calculations are made by both 
groups. Economic models and statistical techniques mainly appear in academic 
reports as technical backing. They seem too sophisticated for most consultants 
and fit academic advisers much better. For consultants, calculations are the most 
popular way to back arguments technically. 

Consultants rely on sources like experiences, interviews or group discussions 
to make common sense judgments or rough estimations. Academic advisers 
sometimes mention interviews, but strongly prefer text sources. Consultants use a 
greater variety of sources than academic advisers. They use oral sources to investi-
gate the interests of important stakeholders and back controversial value state-
ments. Academic advisers do not back their value statements, even if they are con-
troversial. They stress or deny the existence of positive or negative effects to in-
fluence a value judgment, depending on their position in a debate. Examples are 
the denial of environmental effects and multiplier effects in the Schiphol debate or 
the neglect of employment effects by presenting them as increase of labor produc-
tivity in the electricity debate. 
 

Performance compared 

The performance of academic advisers and consultants regarding the use of back-
ings is different. Academic advisers rely mostly on text sources but sometimes use 
economic models, statistical techniques or calculations to back their arguments. 
They may hardly refer to oral sources, shrinking the domain of backable state-
ments compared to consultants. Academic advisers cannot back their valuations 
and motivational arguments, rendering their advice vulnerable to criticism. They 
also have a hard time backing new trends, which are first subjects of conversation, 
later written down in newspapers, and last discussed in scientific texts. 

Compared to academic advisers, consultants make more balanced use of the 
different kind of sources: text sources, technical sources, and experience-based 
oral sources. Within the domain of text sources they perform less well, but the 
greatest difference is the reference to scientific sources. The added value of these 
sources is questionable, however, in the context of advice. Academic advisers do 
not present more convincing backings of their positive statements. Their backings 
of multipliers of indirect effects in the Schiphol case are questionable, since differ-
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ent academic advisers deliver contradictory results. What then is the added value 
of this scientific wisdom? 

Given the limited relevance and questionable reliability of scientific text 
sources as backing for economic arguments in the two debates, consultants seem 
to perform better with relying on empirical data, reports from the field, their own 
experiences and the experiences of those involved in the projects. The knowledge 
generated from these different sources enables triangulation. Individually, their 
reliability is questionable, but in combination they sufficiently address weaknesses 
and spot mistakes. The biggest advantage is that consultants can discuss a greater 
part of reality with help of their backings. That was visible in the number of quan-
tifications consultants could give regarding their grounds. Academic advisers had 
great difficulties with quantification. 

Academic advisers are serious competitors with their techniques of backing 
positive statements, although consultants still do better. They completely lose 
competition in the backing of normative statements because they lack an appro-
priate methodology. They can only present normative statements as if they were 
non-controversial even when they are controversial – a significant omission in the 
methodology of academic economists who consider themselves positive econo-
mists but work in a situation where they argue like normative economists. That 
omission could add to the explanation of why academic advisers perform less well 
from a market perspective. Academics charge consultants with weak methodol-
ogy; ironically, their own advice methodology does not cover the backing of nor-
mative statements.  
 

8.8 Advice demands bold presentation of conclusions 

There are different ways to present a management summary, introduction, conclu-
sions, headings, diagrams, tables and so on. We can expect consultants to stress 
advice and academic advisers to elaborate on theoretical arguments. In practice 
they do, but academics have learned from consultants to start with an executive 
summary. Table 8.6 summarizes the research expectation of chapter 5 regarding 
the presentation of advice, followed by the results of chapters 6 and 7. 
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Table 8.6: Styles of presentation 
Consultant style of presentation Academic style of presentation 
Hypothesis 

Accentuation of advice, conclusions and line of argu-

ment by text structure, headings, diagrams and tables. 

 

Hypothesis 

Accentuation of scientific backing by manifest presen-

tation of methodology and theory in report structure. 

 

Schiphol case 

• Four reports present both conclusions or recom-

mendations and a summary; 

• No methodological process structures; all report 

structures follow the kind of effects;  

• Two reports have (sub) sections on chosen meth-

odology/approach; 

• No reports have (sub) sections on theory before 

application; 

• All reports have an expressive writing style. 

 

Schiphol case 

• Two reports present both conclusions or recom-

mendations and a summary; 

• Three reports have a methodological process struc-

ture; two structures follow the kind of effects; 

• Three reports have (sub) sections on chosen meth-

odology/approach; 

• Three reports have subsections on theory before 

application; 

• No report has an expressive writing style. 

 

Liberalization case 

• Two reports present both conclusions or recom-

mendations and a summary; 

• No methodological process structures; all reports 

follow the kind of effects, the effects per alternative 

or effects per target group; 

• All reports have (sub) sections on chosen method-

ology/approach; 

• One report has a (sub) section on theory before 

application; 

• Four reports have an expressive style. 

Liberalization case 

• Three reports present both conclusions or recom-

mendations and a summary; 

• One report has a methodological process structure; 

other reports follow the kind of effects, effects per 

alternative or effects per target group; 

• Four reports have (sub) sections on chosen meth-

odology/approach; 

• Four reports with (sub) sections on theory before 

application; 

• No report has an expressive writing style. 

 

As expected 

In the traditional structure of scientific reports theory and methodology are im-
portant sections. Table 8.6 shows that seven academic reports present methodol-
ogy and seven present general theoretical elaborations in (sub) sections. Only once 
do consultants present theory before application.  

The expected differences in style are clearly visible in most reports. Consult-
ants present themselves as communicators by using many means of emphasis like 
conclusive headings, textboxes and overviews in tables or diagrams. They help cli-
ents follow the line of argument and understand the main message. Academic ad-
visers make less use of this conclusive writing style and present results less expres-
sively. 
 

Not as expected 

Academics are accustomed to a methodological structure in writing articles or sci-
entific reports, but in contract research they often use alternative structures. Only 
four of the ten academic reports have the traditional methodological process 
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structure. Sections in traditional reports correspond to steps in the research proc-
ess. The alternative structures focus more on the main contributions or arguments 
that support the final conclusion. 
 

Beyond expectation 

Academic advisers have been convinced by consultants to present their most im-
portant findings in an executive summary. They have made a shift from focus on 
method and process to a more expressive presentation leading to their conclu-
sions. “What should I do?” is what the archetypical client wants to know. The ba-
sic question of the academic audience is, “Why should I believe you?” However, 
academic advisers show in their presentation more awareness of the needs of their 
clients than expected. 

In general consultants pay more attention to their research approach than ex-
pected. In the Schiphol case it appears in only two reports, but in the liberalization 
case all consultant reports make their methods explicit in a (sub) section. Consul-
tants are thus more aware of their methodology than expected. 
 

Performance compared 

Although not all differences between the presentation in reports by consultants 
and academic advisers are as strong as expected, consultants perform as they claim 
and some academic advisers tend to imitate consultants. In one respect, acknowl-
edging methodology, consultants imitate academic advisers.  

Can the differences explain why consultants sell their services easier and fetch 
higher prices than academic advisers? Only the writing style is substantially differ-
ent. The consultant writing style is more conclusive, expressive and transparent –
helpful for those who have little time to read. This adds to the explanation, but is 
insufficient without the more fundamental differences discussed above. 
 

8.9 Ethos, practice and academic hypocrisy 

The way consultants use and present claims, grounds, warrants and backings illus-
trates the research expectations of consultant argumentation, based on their ethos. 
The only exception is their presentation of methodology, which belongs to the 
ethos of the academic. Overall, consultants perform as they say they do and con-
sultants have the character they claim to have. 

The academic adviser character is ambiguous compared to the consultant 
character. Only the academic use of backings aligns well with their ethos. In many 
respects the ethos of academic advisers becomes diluted in practice, since they 
take some steps into the ethos of the consultant. In the Schiphol debate most ex-
pectations based on academic ethos are visible, but in the electricity debate many 
are not. What are exceptions in the Schiphol debate become the rule in the elec-
tricity debate. Academic advisers act more like consultants in their use of claims, 
partly in their treatment of grounds and warrants, and partly in their presentation.  
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Table 8.7 summarizes to what degree the ethos of consultants and academic 
advisers is visible the reports with respect to advice argumentation practices. A 
plus sign (+) indicates that the results correspond to the expectations derived 
from ethos in at least four of five reports. A minus sign (-) indicates that practice 
differs strongly from ethos and is used when at least three of five reports give un-
expected results. A plus-minus sign (+/-) indicates that two reports show unex-
pected results and three reports show expected results. Sometimes it is not possi-
ble to count the reports this way, as in case of specialist or generalist argumenta-
tion or the kind of references used in backings. In those cases a global judgment is 
made, where “+” means according to expectation, “+/-” means weak support, 
and “-” means not according to or contrary to the expectation. 

 
Table 8.7: Confrontation between ethos and the practice of advice argumentation  

 Consultants Academic advisers 
Bold: differences in line with ethos 2*(+) ; max. 1*(+/-) 

Normal: adaptations by both professions 1*(-) or 2*(+/-) 

Underlined italics: academic adaptations 1*(-) or 2*(+/-) 

Underlined: consultant adaptations 1*(-) or 2*(+/-) 

Growth 

Schiphol 

Liberalization 

electricity 

market 

Growth 

Schiphol 

Liberalization 

electricity 

Market 

Debate 
• Specialist or generalist argumentation  

 

+/- 

 

- 

 

+/- 

 

- 

Claims 
• Advice 

• Conclusions 

• Modality 

• Negative effects as rebuttal  

• Practical rebuttal  

• Methodological rebuttal  

 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

- 

 

+/- 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

 

+ 

- 

+/- 

- 

+ 

+ 

 

- 

- 

+/- 

+/- 

- 

- 

Grounds 
• Quantification 

• Balanced valuation 

 

+ 

+ 

 

+ 

+ 

 

+/- 

- 

 

+ 

+/- 

Warrants 
• Motivational arguments 

• Use of criteria/norms/laws 

• Use of causality/theory 

 

+ 

+/- 

+ 

 

+/- 

+ 

+ 

 

+/- 

+/- 

+ 

 

- 

- 

+ 

Backings 
• Kind of text references 

• Number of text references 

• Use of technical sources 

• Use of oral or experience based sources 

 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+/- 

 

+ 

+ 

+ 

+ 

Presentation 
• Conclusions and summary 

• Structure 

• Sections on approach 

• Sections on theory 

• Expressive writing style 

 

+ 

+ 

+/- 

+ 

+ 

 

+/- 

+ 

- 

+ 

+ 

 

+/- 

+/- 

+/- 

+/- 

+ 

 

+/- 

- 

+ 

+ 

+ 
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In table 8.7 the argumentation categories are presented in bold if the expected 
differences between consultants and academic advisers are visible in both cases. 
Categories are underlined and italicized if academic advisers imitate consultants. Cate-
gories are underlined if consultants imitate academics. Categories are presented in 
normal case if both professions shift towards each other with respect to their 
ethos. A deviation from ethos for one of the professions is noted when at least 
two reports in each case give unexpected results, indicated by two plus-minuses, 
or when at least three reports give unexpected results, indicated by one minus. 

Categories in bold indicate expected differences in approach for both cases 
and both professions. These differences seem to relate to the core values in the 
academic ethos, since the corresponding academic practices are not moving away 
from academic ethos due to market forces or learning experiences. The strong 
academic values are preference for scientific backing and use of scientific grounds 
and warrants. Academic advisers also argue more abstractly and generally than 
consultants because they less frequently quantify their grounds and more fre-
quently elaborate on theory. They sometimes devote whole sections to a theory 
before applying causal arguments. Finally, academic advisers write more neutrally 
and less expressively than consultants. No tensions between academic ethos and 
practice are in evidence so far. 

Most categories in table 8.7 are underlined and italicized, meaning consultants 
argue as they claim to and academic advisers do not. When academic advisers step 
out of their ethos, they adapt their performance to what they probably consider 
the performance of consultants, although consultants would not necessarily rec-
ognize themselves in these academic imitations. Academic imitations include 
omitting the modality of their claims (which conflicts with their ethos), offering 
more practical rebuttals than expected (which can be seen as positive addition 
from an academic perspective), structuring their reports in a non-methodological 
way, and writing executive summaries. The farthest step they take from the aca-
demic ethos is in presenting normative advice and evaluating conclusions; that is, 
they give up their neutrality. Academic ethos claims that discussions about objec-
tives, policies and strategies are outside its realm, but academic advisers step into 
it. Many use motivational arguments, which implies suggesting what their clients 
should prefer or desire. With these contributions they undermine the ethos of 
neutral, distant and objective scientists. The same applies to their use of criteria, 
norms and laws. Some criteria and norms are written down like law, but many are 
controversial, like motivational arguments or normative advice. Only when crite-
ria, norms or laws are in accepted literature can academic adviser refer to them. 
The conflict with their ethos starts when controversies arise. According to their 
ethos academics then should be silent, but they are not. They value effects as posi-
tive or negative in controversial ways and sometimes even argue in a polemical 
way like denying negative environmental effects of Schiphol’s growth. In debates 
about the growth of an international airport or liberalization of a national utility, 
market motivations and values of the many interests involved generate ambiguous 
and controversial arguments.  

When academic advisers give up their neutral attitude but stand by an ethos 
that requires it, they become vulnerable to accusations of hypocrisy. These will 
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not cease until they explicitly address that academic advice is not neutral but part 
of normative economics. And this cannot be done without undermining or chang-
ing academic ethos. Hypocrisy means that ideas about how to act are different 
from the related action (Brunsson, 1993, p. 502). It occurs in situations where 
things that have to be done cannot be acknowledged due to moral principles. 
They can only be done “in silence.” The neutral approach of academics is a handi-
cap in the context of giving advice. Academic advisers must try to free themselves 
from it because advice often demands a normative argument to support a norma-
tive claim. Academics presenting claims as non-controversial when they are not is 
unacceptable. 

Academic advisers are not the neutral experts they claim to be. In the investi-
gated cases there were no examples of neutral economic if-then advice. Argu-
ments by cause did not even dominate most academic reports. With this practice 
academic advisers undermine their ethos and raise doubt as to whether they have 
adequately conceptualized advice. When the very practice of academic advising is 
external to its concept, the concept is invalidated. 

It could be argued that the conclusions based on my characterizations of con-
sultants and academic advisers are tentative, but many academic practices point in 
the same direction. Even if one or two of the underlying claims did not hold in a 
third or fourth case study, the general conclusions would be well supported: that 
academic advisers do not understand their own practice of giving advice, have an 
ambiguous character, and are hypocritical by reaffirming their traditional ethos of 
neutral experts. Academics’ accusations of consultants swings back like a boomer-
ang. They do not meet their own standards as academic advisers; at the same time, 
their being attuned to academic standards holds them back from doing as well as 
consultants in backing their positive and normative arguments. These differences 
in argumentation account for the market success of consultants versus academic 
advisers.  

 

8.10 Discussion 

How general are the conclusions about academics? 

The conclusion that academic advisers do not meet their own ethos in many re-
spects applies to my sample of academic advisers, but not necessarily to all aca-
demic economists. Academics who write for the academic community are not in 
competition with consultants. They feel institutional rather than client pressure. 
They are rewarded for international publications and work for a different audi-
ence. Therefore my conclusions about academic advice and contract research can-
not be generally extended to all academic practices. It would require a different 
research design to back postmodernist claims that modernist social science re-
search assumes too much neutrality and objectivity. Given the criticisms of post-
positivists and postmodernists, however, an appropriate research design might 
show a similar kind of hypocrisy at these levels of academic research. 
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How representative are the conclusions about consultants? 

Since most results from the literature review and the two cases show similar re-
sults about consultants, we can conclude tentatively that the characterization of 
consultants not only applies to Dutch consultants, but also those consultants in-
cluded in the literature, i.e., Western Europe and the Anglo-Saxon world. Because 
consultants’ methodological awareness found in the reports is not discussed in the 
literature, we might conclude this is a characteristic specific to Dutch consultants, 
but the fact that “hybrids” are an international phenomenon leads me to assume 
that it is more general. To some extent the whole profession is hybrid due to the 
academic education of consultants. An international research design is needed to 
support this methodology proposition with more empirical evidence. 
 

How representative are the conclusions about academic advisers?  

The results for academic advisers based on the reflections in the literature and 
based on both cases show similar results regarding academics’ (1) style of backing, 
(2) extensive use of theory, (3) reluctance regarding quantification and (4) neutral 
writing style. For these results the characterization of academic advisers is unam-
biguous. For reasons regarding the breadth of literature discussed above, we can 
conclude tentatively that most academic advisers in Western Europe and the An-
glo-Saxon world will practice an academic style of backing, a relatively extensive 
use of theory, a reluctance regarding quantification and a neutral writing style. The 
cases show no contradiction. 

The frequent occurrence of academic advisers’ non-neutral conclusions, un-
balanced valuation of effects, use of controversial criteria, and use of motivational 
arguments are four unexpected results that point in the same direction. They 
therefore confirm each other. Academic advisers argue opiniatively while cultivat-
ing an ethos of neutrality. This hypocrisy certainly is a Dutch phenomenon, and 
the question is if these results also apply to Western Europe and the Anglo-Saxon 
world. Clark and Majone (1985, p. 6) seem to suggest that it could be a more gen-
eral phenomenon: ‘Since the Second World War, scientific information and analysis have 
been sought increasingly as aids to the resolution of practical policy problems. This growing de-
mand for usable science has encouraged a rapid increase in the supply of would-be scientific policy 
guidance and advice.’ 

The characterization of academic advisers in the literature and in their per-
formance in practice nonetheless shows many ambiguities. That indicates a “lack” 
of character of academic advisers – seemingly their most fundamental and robust 
characteristic. Further international research is needed to support the proposition 
empirically that this lack of character is an international phenomenon as well. 
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Performance of academic advisers depends partly on the debates 

Academic advisers perform differently in the Schiphol debate compared to the 
electricity debate; consultants do not. Why? I will discuss three of these cases 
where differences between debates are evident in three or more reports (table 8.8).  

 
Table 8.8: Cases where academic argument varies between debates by 3 or more reports 

 Occurrence in Schipol reports Occurrence in electricity reports 
Normative advice 1 4 

Practical rebuttals 0 5 

Motivational arguments 2 5 

 
The three aspects are related to each other vertically: normative advice requires 
motivational arguments to strengthen the notion that the client will benefit from 
the recommendations. Practical rebuttals regarding how or when to follow the 
recommendations are close to advice as well, since they are part of an advice 
claim. The highest-level question is therefore: why do academic advisers give more 
normative and more concrete advice in the electricity debate as opposed to the 
Schiphol debate?  

Two explanations come to mind. The first is that uncertainty in the Schiphol 
debate concerning effects makes academics reluctant to further their argument 
with concrete advice. This is not very convincing, though, in light of the fact that 
effects in the electricity debate are even less certain than the effects of infrastruc-
tural projects. We should therefore ask the deeper question: Why do academic ad-
visers ignore uncertainties in the liberalization debate? Why is their belief in the 
positive outcome of liberalization so strong?  

By answering that we encounter the more promising explanation that has to 
do with the research traditions of transport economists vis-à-vis microeconomists. 
Microeconomists have strong opinions about the benefits of the market. Uncer-
tainties about effects are less relevant because they are sure that the market will in 
the long run take care of short term negative effects. The academic reports 
strongly show this positive belief in the market. Transport economists, on the 
other hand, are more used to comparing modes of transportation. They have a 
tradition of measuring the effects of alternative investments in infrastructure and 
comparing them in a neutral way, like they show in the Handboek Economische Effec-
ten Infrastructuur (Ministerie van Verkeer en Waterstaat). Microeconomists have no 
such empirical research tradition and dwell less on concrete effects. Exploring dif-
ferences in academic research traditions within sub-disciplines as a possible expla-
nation for the difference in argumentation style thus seems worthwhile. The same 
would not apply to consultants because they are far less influenced by academic 
research traditions in subfields. The individual debates did not show a difference 
in the degree of specialization between consultants and academic advisers regard-
ing the breadth and depth of the argumentation, however, the research expecta-
tion that academic advisers are more specialized than consultants is to some ex-
tent visible in the comparison between the two debates. 
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What follows the observation that the results partly depend on the debate’s 
subject is the assumption that the results could be different for academic advisers 
with a background in non-economic social science disciplines. These differences 
could apply to the backings of academic advisers, for example, because social sci-
entists with a preference for explorative field research are unlike economists. 
Other characteristics would probably hold for all social scientists, however, like 
the academic preference for literature analysis or suspicion towards the use of ex-
perience to legitimize research findings. 

 

Developments regarding academic practices 

The difference between the two debates regarding academic advisers leads to the 
speculation that academic advice might be developing in a direction away from 
traditional advice practices. Schiphol reports cover the period 1993-2002; the re-
ports about liberalization of the electricity market cover the period 1996-2006. 
Differences between the cases cannot be seen as a development in time because 
the periods are more overlapping than different. Nor are the earlier reports more 
in line with academic ethos than the later ones. Thus the research design does not 
allow conclusions about developments in time. The phenomenon that academics 
do not always act according to their ethos is not necessarily a recent development. 
It could have started long before this research. 

 

Some differences between the cases depend on the debates 

The two cases show two different results for both consultants and academic ad-
visers regarding their reference to laws in the electricity debate and to methodo-
logical criteria and rebuttals in the Schiphol debate. These differences are not de-
pendent on professional ethos, but shared by both professions. They depend on 
the subject of discussion or dynamics of the debate. Similar differences could oc-
cur in a third debate. 

In the debate about liberalization of the electricity market a law had to be de-
veloped and evaluated as part of the assignment, and many reports refer to it. The 
growth of Schiphol had no such law. There also are many relevant norms and cri-
teria in the electricity debate that should be fulfilled to make a market more effi-
cient or transparent. These economic norms and criteria are only referred to in the 
electricity debate due to their relevance. 

In the Schiphol debate academic advisers and consultants refer to methodo-
logical criteria to develop a proper cost-benefit analysis, and to estimate welfare 
and multiplier effects, which the benefits of Schiphol’s growth depend on. These 
methodological questions are not discussed in the electricity debate; they are not 
an issue. A political explanation for their inclusion in the Schiphol debate could be 
that it is rather controversial. Consultants and academic advisers both serve critical 
clients with a strong interest in the environment. They ask for evidence of positive 
effects and investigation of negative effects. Another explanation is that the atten-
tion to measuring positive and negative economic effects in infrastructural pro-
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jects has some history in transport as well as regional economics. Information 
about the assessment of economic effects of infrastructural projects is collected in 
the Handboek Economische Effecten Infrastructuur (Ministerie van Verkeer en Water-
staat). These differences cannot be attributed to the character of consultants or 
academic advisers. They belong to the content of the debate or the shared conver-
sation about the economic effects of infrastructural projects. No such conversa-
tion now exists in the economic effects of liberalization. 

 

Why are academic advisers so hypocritical? 

Because of the limitations of the research design I have chosen to leave questions 
unanswered, but some of them deserve further attention. Why have academic ad-
visers’ arguments such unexpected elements? Their hypocrisy is not to their ad-
vantage, especially in the long run, but every crime has its motive. What motivates 
the hypocrisy of academic advisers? I have not asked them, and can only suggest 
certain further explorations.  

The research by Blaug (1980, p. 150) and Peacock (1992, p. 1215-1219) could 
give a clue. Both argue that academic advisers are not taken seriously by clients if 
they follow their ethos. Their involvement in normative discussions is required. 
However, if academic advisers openly stated what they do in their practice as aca-
demic adviser like In ‘t Veld (In ‘t Veld and Verhey 2000, pp. 118-121) and Frissen 
(2000, p. 59-60) do in their reflections, they probably would not be taken seriously 
by their academic colleagues, which also is important to them (Peacock 1988, p. 
5). A concept like “negotiated truth” will earn little respect from traditional aca-
demics. That could be why few academic advisers state openly what they do or 
should do. Consultants who are honest about what they do earn little respect from 
the academic community, so honest academic advisers may fear a similar fate. 
Frissen (2000, p. 57) argues that academic advisers also benefit from the authority 
of their traditional academic ethos in practice, so they cannot deny it too openly. 

The second reason not to state explicitly what contract research implies is that 
it is not rewarded at universities. Unlike publication of scientific articles in A-
journals, reports do not lead to promotion, further a career, or garner the respect 
of colleagues. Contract research is not cited in academic articles and rarely can be 
used for publication in international journals because the relevance of the knowl-
edge is often too local. These facts explain why contract researchers are not proud 
of their work or explicit about it, especially if it involves explaining that academic 
advice often cannot be neutral. 

There is no supporting academic culture for contract research. Consultancies 
often include general conditions in their contracts. Clients can refer to them if 
they consider consultants’ work inadequate. Many consultancies are also ISO cer-
tified, whereas contract researchers work individually, or within an institution 
without such certification. What contract research is, how it should be performed, 
and what the most important criteria are to judge the quality of contract research 
is not a subject in discussion. It seems a means to merely earn money. 

There is a lack of understanding of what contract research is or should be in 
academia. A theory of academic advice cannot be applied in practice if the exclu-
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sive focus on useful causal relations explored in theory does not support what 
contract researchers do. The assumptions of traditional modernist/positivist the-
ory are of little use in the context of practice, as suggested by post-positivists and 
post-modernists of many kinds. This should motivate academics to reconsider 
their scientific advice theory. 

The practice of giving advice crosses the borders of what can be done accord-
ing to the modernist conception of advice. That applies to the practice of aca-
demic advisers and consultants. Consultants act more in line with post-modernist 
assumptions in their use of knowledge. They refer to more sources of knowledge 
than modernist academics would accept as scientific, and claim local rather than 
general validity and usefulness. In that sense consultants have a post-modern char-
acter, although they may be unaware of it. Therefore one could better conclude 
that post-modernists have a more realistic view of the research practices of con-
sultants and academic advisers than positivist/modernist philosophers of science. 

The orientation of post-modernists is mainly positive though, whereas the 
practice of consultants and academic advisers is often normative. That makes even 
an extended concept of knowledge problematic in the context of advice. Positive 
knowledge is never rich enough to appraise values, assess interests or argue for 
improvements. More than positive knowledge is necessary to appraise that some-
thing is useful, valuable or important. Advice requires an epistemology beyond 
positive knowledge claims. A rhetorical perspective as adopted by Habermas 
(1988a) or Toulmin (1994) can discuss the normative and personal side of advice 
in more detail, as demonstrated in my advice analysis. Although attention to this 
analytical perspective has been renewed in the last century, rhetorical analysis is a 
rather old perspective. It is pre- rather than post-modern. Consultants and aca-
demic advisers therefore practice more along the lines of pre-modern principles 
than post-modern assumptions. Consultants especially are pre-modern characters 
by not claiming scientific sophistication. Their approach implies common sense 
and only some of the basic results of scientific research. Academic advisers do not 
admit that this pre-modern approach would give them more guidance and inspira-
tion in their work than the modernist approach they pay lip service to. By this 
mere nod to their traditional ethos, they do not prove that they understand their 
own advice practice.  
 

Is the riddle solved? 

The riddle stated in the introduction was: why do consultants perform so much 
better than academic advisers as measured by market share and fees despite their 
weak methods? The answer is that academic advisers and consultants both show 
weak methods in their practice of economic advice as measured by traditional sci-
entific standards. The riddle, however, is created by these standards. Without 
them, it was already clear that academic advisers perform less well because then 
the standards of the market would not be questioned by academic standards. The 
traditional academic standards, however, remain in the riddle as long academic ad-
visers do not question them in the context of advice. 
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My experience with these academic standards is that they are still relevant. 
They guide me in writing an article, in writing this dissertation, in advising on 
Master’s theses. Their relevance, however, resides more within the context of aca-
demic research for the academic community than within the context of academic 
advice. The needs of academic advice may therefore evidence flaws in academic 
methods, as argued by postmodernists. This is an argument for modesty and 
against the academic arrogance shared by economists towards experience-based 
knowledge and normative deliberation. Consultants present more reliable estima-
tions than academic advisers in their advice by allowing experience-based methods 
and personal expertise. That implies that academic advisers can improve their 
methods by learning from consultants and stepping away from their traditional 
ethos. 

It was necessary to apply the values and standards of academic ethos to aca-
demic advice simply because it had not been done. That solved the riddle to some 
extent, but rather than explaining why consultants are more successful, it merely 
mitigated academic judgments against them, because most academic advisers also 
did not meet their standards. The underlying problem, however, is that the tradi-
tional academic standards of economists regarding the production of knowledge 
are inadequate to the discussion of advice practices. It is unlikely that a positiv-
ist/modernist analysis would have identified experience-based knowledge and the 
ability to discuss and support controversial normative claims as the primary suc-
cess factors of consultants over academic advisers. The rhetorical advice analysis 
of argumentation practices in this thesis has offered these explanations. It has also 
shown features of advice that are helpful to better understand advice practices and 
their quality. A market value does not explain; it can only indicate value. 
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9. Advice on advice 

As demonstrated in the introduction, academics show disrespect for consultants’ 
approaches in their reflections. By this, we are made to expect that academic ad-
visers follow their own ethos when competing with consultants. Many of them, 
however, seem to imitate what they believe consultants do, which is not what con-
sultants really do. Consulting takes time to learn. 

Some adaptations that do not conflict with academic ethos positively affect 
academic advisers’ service by adding something new to it and they may add to its 
market value. Examples are academic advisers’ paying attention to practical rebut-
tals to strengthen conclusions or advice, and writing more like consultants by be-
ginning reports with an executive summary. Not all academic adaptations harmo-
nize with their traditional ethos, though, such as when academic advisers claim to 
be neutral experts, but present opiniative and unbalanced evaluations of positive 
and negative effects. These academic practices are problematic from the consult-
ant’s perspective, since academic imitation is partial: academic practices change 
while its ethos remains traditional. 

Consultants can argue based on opinion and value effects, but consider it a 
problem when valuations are unbalanced while claiming a neutral or impartial ap-
proach. We do not expect balanced argumentation from lawyers nor do we think 
of them as hired guns: it is perfectly clear that their contributions will be one-
sided. Problematic is the ambiguous and often unbalanced valuation of academic 
advisers in contrast to their ethos and compared to consultants. That practice can 
contribute to an explanation of the lower market value of academic advice ser-
vices.  

In other respects academic advisers follow the expectations based on their 
ethos. They produce knowledge as expected, evident in their backing of positive 
grounds and warrants; consultants instead use “quick-and-dirty” methods. How-
ever, academic advisers are restricted in what they can say by their standards of 
quantification and the academic requirement to discuss questions from a theoreti-
cal perspective. Not all advice questions, however, can be so discussed. Some are 
too practical; some concern new social or economic realities not yet theoretically 
described. The domain of knowledge accessible to academic advisers is therefore 
smaller than consultants’. Academic advisers try to compensate for this disadvan-
tage with the claim that their knowledge is of better quality. The cases, however, 
do not provide such evidence. Academic estimates of the effects of Schiphol’s 
growth vary more than consultants’. Compared to consultants, academic advisers 
say less, and what they say is not reliable. The lower market value of academic ad-
visers might also be explained by the academic treatment of positive claims. 

Since academic advisers and consultants perform differently, and since these 
differences can relate to the lower market value of academic advice, the next sec-
tions discuss what this means for clients and academic advisers, and how academ-
ics can develop an advice theory that aligns more with their and consultants’ prac-
tices. Clients should know when and under what conditions to seek out a consult-
ant or an academic adviser; academic advisers should know how to adapt or de-
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velop their advice practices and an academic theory of advice should describe 
their practice of advice. 

 

9.1 Three dimensions to compare advice approaches 

Practitioners argue that knowledge has to be simple to be useful in the context of 
action. Consultants pay attention to this principle (Rasiel and Friga 2001, p. 98-99) 
and it is acknowledged in academic discussions (Argyris 1996, p. 402). Since the 
conclusions of chapter 8 are many, it is necessary to summarize them on a higher 
level of abstraction to make the connection with recommendations.  

Three dimensions of advice can characterize the use of claims and arguments 
and help describe differences in consultants’ and academic advisers’ styles. The 
first addresses the balance in positive and normative claims or arguments. Tradi-
tional academic advisers stay on the positive side according to their ethos and con-
sultants more in the middle, which means that they both present value and posi-
tive judgments in the context of advice. The second dimension has local and uni-
versal knowledge as its extremes. Traditional academic advisers claim to apply uni-
versal theory and non-controversial values; consultants use local and historical 
knowledge and values in their arguments. Consultant claims can therefore often 
be characterized as aesthetic or therapeutic, following Habermas (1988a, p. 38-45). 
Criteria to evaluate the quality or validity of these claims are not “general or uni-
versal truth” but authenticity or truthfulness (therapeutic claims) and intersubjec-
tive or cultural standards about what is acceptable (aesthetic claims). Consultants 
have more of a post-positivist position because most of their claims are local and 
contextually deliberative; academic advisers follow the positivist tradition by their 
adherence to universal claims. But are academic theories really as universal and 
general as they claim to be? Post-positivists often ask this question, since it is mis-
leading to claim universal validity with locally valid arguments. Regarding aca-
demic advice post-positivists have a case, as argued in chapter 8. The third dimen-
sion addresses whether claims are used with the idea that they are rigorous and 
non-controversial from a scientific perspective, or whether they need discursive 
support based on deliberation and the best available arguments and backings. 

The dotted dimension in figure 9.1 indicates willingness to consider claims 
controversial and back them with available evidence. The consultant’s ethos is 
more modest in this sense, but academic advisers create a discursive shortage by 
treating controversial claims as non-controversial as they did in both cases, espe-
cially in the debate on liberalization of the electricity market. Figure 9.1 also sum-
marizes consultants’ and academics’ positions regarding their use of norma-
tive/positive claims and arguments (horizontal dimension) and their preference 
for local or universal claims and arguments in giving expert advice (vertical dimen-
sion). 

The ovals in Figure 9.1 show the stances of the professions according to their 
ethos. For consultants this oval also characterizes their practice; i.e., they act ac-
cording to their ethos. They use both positive and normative claims, and the 
claims are rather local. Their orientation is discursive in the sense that they ac-
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knowledge a “quick-and-dirty” approach based more on approximation, estima-
tion, and evidence than on scientific facts. The academic adviser’s situation is dif-
ferent. Because their practice does not overlap with their ethos in all respects, 
their oval is dotted. Their ethos is positivist, claiming application of universal and 
positive theory, but they present more normative claims than their ethos allows 
and present them as non-controversial even though they are not. The dotted ar-
row suggests the direction toward which academic advisers could develop their 
ethos to lessen their vulnerability to hypocrisy. That implies a less universal pres-
entation of normative and positive claims, and explicit discursive support of the 
findings and opinions used in academic advice argumentation. The academic posi-
tion can be more universal than the consultant’s position, but it cannot be as posi-
tivist/modernist as academics claim on behalf of a traditional ethos. 
 
Figure 9.1: Three dimensions that characterize advice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Although academic advisers have not moved yet in a consulting direction with re-
spect to positive judgments, it would not be revolutionary for them to begin to do 
so. It would be the first expected move away from their ethos and toward in-
volvement in normative debates. Post-positivists and post-modernists argue this 
way. Also academic advisers like In ‘t Veld (In ‘t Veld and Verhey 2000, p. 121) 
criticize the traditional scientific way of backing positive statements by references 
to universal theory or scientific literature, since it pays too little attention to the 
added value of experience-based backings used by laypeople or in everyday deci-
sion making. Qualitative research approaches that resemble consultants’ ap-
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proaches are available to some extent already. Lyotard (2001) advises that academ-
ics tell more “small narratives” instead of “grand narratives.” However, for academic 
economists such approaches are groundbreaking. Traditional academic advisers 
are loyal to the positivist/modernist academic standards even though they hinder 
their observance of a part of the world accessible to consultants by their more ex-
perience-based “quick-and-dirty” research approaches. Consultants’ knowledge is 
rejected by academics as too subjective although consultants and their clients con-
sider it relevant. It illustrates the tension between rigor and relevance of knowl-
edge (Argyris 1996; Baldridge et al. 2004; Kubr 2002, p. 58; Schön 1983). 

A more fundamental tension between academic ethos and academic practice 
results from the suggestion to apply norms, values or motivations in advice argu-
mentation. Few academics argue that academic advisers should embrace a less 
neutral approach like Argyris (1996, p. 390). However, the practice of academic 
advisers shows how they repeatedly break from being neutral experts, while claim-
ing they do not. It appears ethos-impossible for academic advisers to be involved 
in normative discussions. Even more problematic is that normative deliberation 
does not belong to academic expertise for a long time now (Alvey 2000, p. 1231; 
Blaug 1980, p. 152). As a consequence they have no accepted methods to discuss 
controversial values. In practice they treat all values as non-controversial, as if they 
are taken for granted and need no further support. 

Related to my advising the use of more local knowledge and supported nor-
mative arguments is the move to a more discursive orientation in academic advice. 
Academic advisers already use normative arguments – a necessary aspect of giving 
advice – but fail to support their normative claims when needed, i.e., when they 
are not generally accepted. Even though academic economists seem to believe in 
non-controversial normative claims, such claims rarely exist in practice. Norma-
tive claims are always controversial in the aesthetic context of economic life, 
where many economic interests and values have limited, local, or intersubjective 
validity. This process of discursive backing is even more important to academic 
advisers than consultants because academic ethos claims transparency of the re-
search process and their orientation is directed to the more general claims within 
the field of aesthetic knowledge and values. 

The suggested development perspective for academic advisers (the dotted ar-
row in figure 9.1) considers academic advice an aesthetic practice in the way 
Habermas (1988a) uses the concept, which means that the validity of norms and 
truth claims is limited to a social and cultural context. Claims can have intersubjec-
tive validity within such a local and historical context. Scientific arguments can be 
part of academic deliberation, but advice ultimately has to be connected to the lo-
cal social reality with all its ambiguity, values, controversy, and interests. Academic 
advice should fit the local situation and has to be acceptable to the client, like con-
sultants’ advice is. To deliver a true academic service, academics need to be ex-
plicit about this aesthetic approach when they give advice. If they are not, every-
one will expect them to follow dominant academic rules, which assume that the 
values applied by academics are non-controversial and the knowledge they present 
is generally valid and proved. In their advice practice, academics cannot stand by 
these standards, given the contradictory results they produce.  
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If academic advisers work like consultants, they should do so explicitly. They 
should make clear that their practice of giving advice is different from their nor-
mal research practice. Consultants have no need to clarify; everyone knows that 
consultants work like consultants with predictable use of “quick-and-dirty” meth-
ods. No tensions exist between their ethos and practice like academic advisers. 
For academic advisers explication of the consulting elements in their approach is 
the only way to overcome hypocrisy and increase scientific honesty. It may result 
in advice claims that are more modest, better supported, and consequently, less 
controversial in the relevant local context. 

The differences between consultants and academic advisers give reason to (1) 
consider whether a client should contract a consultant or an academic adviser, (2) 
explore the possibilities of improving academic advice, and (3) reconsider the tra-
ditional conceptualization of advice theory that so poorly guides the practice of 
academic advisers. There is no reason to consider the practice of consultants or 
give them advice. They seem able to integrate valuable elements of their academic 
education into their practice; their ethos and practice connect closely; and they 
perform well on the market for economic advice. 
 

9.2 My advice to potential clients 

Clients have to decide whether to give their assignments to academic advisers or 
consultants. The current performance of consultants and academic advisers has to 
be the ground for their decision, not how academic advisers might perform after 
considering these recommendations. 

Will academic advisers be willing to follow the recommendations? I suspect 
many will not, since the more local their orientation becomes, the more difficult it 
is to connect contract research with the demands of international publication 
(Frey and Eichenberger 1993, p. 192), which increasingly becomes the academic’s 
core business despite the demands of policymakers. Contract research rarely adds 
anything to the academic track record; it is time consuming and requires abilities 
not supported by current university culture. 

Given that academic advisers do deliver economic contract research, their 
performance is less predictable than consultants’. The consultant’s ethos finely 
articulates what clients can expect. The performance of economically-oriented 
academic advisers is variable. Some follow academic ethos; others move more in a 
consultant direction by presenting normative judgments or normative advice, or 
move away form their own ethos by presenting one-sided argumentation. A stable 
characteristic is the more theoretical orientation of academic advisers and the 
backing of statements with references to literature. Formulating advice less ex-
pressively and quantifying less than consultants are also predictable. Apart from 
that, academic advisers do not have the homogeneous character of consultants, 
despite their tradition and strong ethos. Academic ethos is not reliable, it is mis-
leading. 
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Assessment 

Before clients invite an academic adviser to write a proposal they need to know 
the type of academic adviser they have before them. Is it one who limits research 
to positive questions like instrumental if-then advice and fact finding, or is it an 
economist or social scientist willing to apply “non-controversial” normative judg-
ments and evaluations? How do academic advisers differentiate between non-
controversial and controversial normative claims? Would they be willing to use 
and defend controversial normative arguments? Are they willing to argue that 
valuations are non-controversial? How would they do that? 

Other questions concern the motives of academic advisers. Is their only mo-
tive to make money? Are they willing to devote attention to local issues that are 
important to the client but have little scientific relevance? How important is their 
academic career? Do career goals conflict with client needs? 

Acceptable research approaches are another consideration. Are academic ad-
visers willing to use local and historical observations as recommended in case 
study research, or will they be satisfied with literature and research methods that 
aim at generalization like most economists? Economists are rarely familiar with 
explorative research methods; management scientists often are. A client has to 
know the academic adviser’s research repertoire to critically discuss the fit of pro-
posed research methods to the assignment. 

Clients need to know these things to better decide if the academic adviser can 
help them with a research, evaluative, or advice assignment. It seems the only way 
for clients to adequately counter the ambiguous nature of the academic adviser. If 
they proceed to ask an academic adviser to write a proposal, they must give critical 
attention to the connection between the assignment and the approach. Absent a 
reliable indicator of what academic advisers will do, advisers should have – and 
clients should demand – an explicit approach. 
 

Research assignments 

When clients have a research assignment they should consider their own capacity 
to give critical direction to the academic adviser. They have to define the research 
question such that the research becomes relevant to them. Traditional academic 
advisers that follow their ethos focus on positive research and avoid controversial 
normative arguments. They expect clients to define the problem at hand. Clients 
should thus be able to precisely define assignments, give the academic adviser all 
necessary information to complete the assignment, have a good overview of their 
demands for help, and know the type of expertise they need. In the literature this 
model is characterized as the ‘purchase model’ (Pellegrinelli 2002, p. 344-346), since 
the client buys a predefined service. In practice clients often cannot fulfill these 
requirements (Schein 1990, p. 59) and will benefit from a more collaborative ap-
proach in which client and adviser together define the problem and approach. If 
clients know they cannot fulfill the requirements of the purchase model, consult-
ants can probably offer a better service than academic advisers.  
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In some respects consultants are the better researchers in the two analyzed 
debates, due to their “quick-and-dirty” approach. The strength of their more col-
laborative approach is that they gain entry to relevant local knowledge and can de-
fine the assignment in consultation with the client. In most situations the research 
skills and knowledge of consultants suffice to complete the assignment success-
fully, but there are situations where they do not. In such situations clients could 
suggest that consultants subcontract academics. 

The advantage of such a co-production is that clients who cannot fulfill the 
conditions of the purchase model have consultants to mediate between them and 
the academic advisers. Berglund and Werr (2000, p. 652) argue that consultants 
have a talent in bridging the world of clients and the world of academics. They are 
better able to connect the general academic questions and approaches to the local 
situation of the client than academics can themselves. Even though consultants do 
not have the background to do specialized academic research, they know enough 
of the academic world to connect it to the world of clients. 
  

Evaluative assignments 

Things become more complicated when clients find out that the academic adviser 
is willing to evaluate and appraise economic alternatives, situations or effects. The 
case results show that the majority of academic advisers is willing to do so. How-
ever, their ethos implies that they only refer to non-controversial values, or the 
values, preferences and objectives of their client. That can lead to an uncritical and 
one-sided evaluation, as illustrated in the two debates. 

Clients who look for support of their own view may feel satisfied with the 
academic reports that evaluate effects, since they are likely to support their view: 
the academic adviser will take it as the norm for his evaluation, not discussing this 
view critically. The cases show this: the evaluations of effects in the academic re-
ports are all in favor of the growth of Schiphol or liberalization of electricity if the 
client has such an interest. The academic reports for Eneco and EnergieNed are 
somewhat more critical. Overall evaluative academic reports have a bias towards 
positive economic effects compared to consultants’. Academic advisers therefore 
do not show the ability to critically discuss the normative views of their clients and 
as a consequence cannot claim independence in evaluative assignments. They have 
to take their client’s opinions, value judgments or preferences for granted. It is 
thus tempting for clients who look for support of their own normative opinions 
to ask academic advisers to confirm them: according to their instrumentalist view 
on advice, advisers cannot oppose. They only can accept the normative views, 
preferences, and objectives of their client.  

We would not expect academic advisers to be uncritical in evaluative ques-
tions while being critical regarding the validity and reliability of knowledge claims. 
The academic reports with neutral or “positive” conclusions are potentially more 
critical, but do not draw critical normative conclusions from their analysis. Evalua-
tions remain implicit in these reports and the client is responsible for drawing 
critical conclusions.  
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I cannot advise potential clients to ask an academic adviser for an evaluative 
assignment, since it would undermine their integrity in the end. Academics will 
not present a controversial normative argument and thus have to evaluate in a way 
that does not challenge the values and motives of a client. Consultants are better 
prepared to do that. 

What clients could do is restrict academic advisers’ assignments to positive re-
search questions, an area where academic advisers have a strong professional 
background. Most academic advisers do not show the ability or have the method-
ology to discuss normative questions in a balanced way. If clients would like to 
give an evaluative assignments to academic advisers assessing them is a necessity. 
An advice proposal that pays attention to the method of evaluation could reveal 
whether the adviser has developed a more promising post-positivist methodology. 
Academics’ ambiguity allows this possibility, but it is not yet the norm. 

Consultants perform more independently in normative discussions due to 
their ethos. All consultant reports present to some degree a balanced argument. 
Though some clients may have asked for an opiniative and one-sided report, con-
sultants seem to know that clients will not benefit from one-sided reports, because 
they do not convince in the end. The results of Köbben and Tromp (1999, p. 23) 
suggest that academic advisers are probably somewhat more independent than 
consultants concerning positive research questions. My cases show that academic 
advisers have little backbone regarding evaluative discussions, whereas consultants 
show a more critical and independent attitude. The professional inability to criti-
cally discuss normative points of view is the weakest spot I have found in aca-
demic advice methodology. 
 

Advice assignments 

In five of ten reports in the two cases academics give advice about what to do. 
The only academic report (EUR et al. 1997) giving advice in the Schiphol debate is 
based on one-sided normative argumentation, which makes the advice unreliable. 
One of the reports (TU 1996) in the electricity debate is also grounded on a rather 
one-sided evaluation of effects. The three other academic reports give advice 
based on a more balanced evaluation of effects, address specific conditions to re-
alize positive effects, and suggest additional policies. Two reports (Nyfer 2001; 
SEO 2003) present recommendations similar to consultants’. One (ESM 1999) 
suggests additional environmental policies based on evaluating the impact of dif-
ferent policy measures and comes closest to traditional academic if-then advice.  

Academic advisers thus show they can give useful advice, but their is no guar-
antee. Some point out practical conditions to realize desired effects like consult-
ants, but others give biased advice, based on biased evaluations. Therefore it re-
mains necessary for a client to identify what kind of academic adviser she is look-
ing for and see if he meets the requirements. Differences between academic advis-
ers are huge. Clients would be wise to read previous reports to get an idea about 
the kind of advice they might expect as part of their assessment. 

If a client needs balanced advice because she really does not know what to do, 
I would recommend against asking an academic adviser. Consultants have a better 
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professional background to guide clients in situations of uncertainty. If academic 
advisers want to be able to be helpful in these situations, they must improve their 
advice methodology and substantially change their attitude of giving advice. 

 

9.3 My advice to academic advisers 

The analysis of reports about Schiphol and the electricity market shows that aca-
demic advisers do not follow their ethos in many respects. Only regarding the use 
of backings do they argue as expected. In the presentation of claims, rebuttals, 
grounds, and warrants, many do not argue as they claim in their reflections. 

Van Dalen and Klamer (1997, p. 87) have also found that academic econo-
mists do not follow their intentions. An economist ‘wants to combine economic theory 
with practice or empirical research but he sticks to his specialization.’ This observation ap-
plies to the pure academic, who claims to produce empirically backed theoretical 
research with practical relevance, but does not or cannot. The academic adviser 
seems to experience a similar problem with theory and practice, but turns in an-
other direction by undermining a neutral attitude, not discussing client objectives, 
interests or preferences, but taking them for granted. The result is one-sided ar-
gumentation.  

Should academic advisers return to their traditional ethos? Should they only 
accept research assignments? Few clients give pure research assignments; they of-
ten have additional demands. The context of economic advice assignments there-
fore does not offer many opportunities for academic advisers to work in line with 
their traditional ethos. If there are such assignments consultants often get them, 
since they are better able to quantify and generate data in time. It would be better 
for academic advisers to acknowledge this and adapt their ethos, or resign as aca-
demic advisers, like Lucas (Klamer 1983, p. 54). 

If academic advisers do not resign the practice, a development perspective 
would be to consider advice a deliberative practice. The cases show the delibera-
tive character of academic advice. Values, interests, norms or motives are contro-
versial in these debates, so the quality of academic advice would benefit by better 
supporting the underlying normative arguments. Even the most universal norma-
tive economic claims about the desirability of economic growth, the benefits of 
liberalization or better distribution of welfare are controversial and require firm 
support in a debate. Most economic interests are more local and thus even more 
controversial since the interests of different groups often do not overlap. 

Advice can become more concrete, specific, and directed to the needs of a cli-
ent with help of a deliberative orientation. As part of this orientation it is helpful 
to integrate local knowledge and local values in advice arguments. Academic ad-
visers do this to some extent, but without acknowledging the controversial charac-
ter of their claims explicitly. They could do it even more, but it would require ex-
plicit methodological acknowledgement, since it is a new practice that does not 
follow traditional academic ethos. 

This proposed development perspective implies that academic advisers make 
more use of their own and others’ senses to gather experiences, not only to get 
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ideas in the discovery stage but also as a source of “proof by experience.” Sec-
ondly, it implies that they do not only apply values, norms or criteria that are taken 
granted but are willing to discuss and support controversial normative claims, in-
cluding their own contested ethos. Finally it implies that they formulate advice 
that is explicitly connected to their argumentation. Advice “in private,” which has 
no professional connection to an academic analysis as suggested by traditional 
economists (Alvey 2000, p. 1243; Hennipman 1977, p. 89; Robbins 1952, p. 150), 
will not do. 

However, academics should think twice if they want to get into this business, 
since the knowledge they gain will contribute little to their scientific work: it is of-
ten too local and too embedded in a creative, active and fashionable context. It 
makes Peacock (1988, p. 8) write: ‘I have every sympathy with those who would prefer to 
avoid trying to use their professional skills in this area.’ 
 

Proof by experience 

The conclusions based on the analysis of academic practices of establishing posi-
tive claims in advice reports give some clues for improving academic advice. First, 
academic advisers could better address the margin of error of their claims; second, 
they could limit their theoretical elaborations; third, they could enrich their 
method of backing.  

Academic advisers have the tendency to say something only when they are 
sufficiently sure. In the context of advice that is often impossible. Therefore they 
should not pretend a precision that is not realistic. The exactness of measurements 
based on inquiries or interviews has to be addressed just as those based on cita-
tion. When academic advisers cite consultant estimates uncritically, they suggest 
that they meet academic standards, as in EUR et al. (1997). Consultants’ estimates 
have a wide margin of error most of the time, since they are based on “quick-and-
dirty” methods. Everyone knows it; it is part of their ethos. A core academic value 
is honesty about the quality of positive statements. Citing consultant estimates 
without addressing that they are best guesses is not the most honest academic so-
lution. The other more popular alternative is to say nothing or remain vague. That 
is more honest, but less effective. Majone (1989, p. 59) thus argues that the pitfall 
in policy research is not the margin of error, but not addressing it.  

The reports of academic advisers show that they like to present their causal 
arguments in the context of theory, which does not necessarily require much text. 
It even is a nice feature of academic advice to back causal relations with citations 
or paraphrases, as long as it does not mean extensive theoretical elaboration, as 
visible in some of the academic reports. For academic advisers reference to theory 
is important, but it would be too rigorous to demand theoretical backup for all 
causal relations that are applied in the context of advice: not all are embedded in 
theory, can be supported by theory, or are measurable (Majone 1989, p. 3). That 
does not imply that these causalities do not exist. The academic position becomes 
problematic if causalities that cannot be backed by accepted theory are denied. 
Majone therefore argues like Weinberg (1972) that many policy questions are 
trans-scientific, or unanswerable by science. The existence of the multiplier effect 
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of Schiphol is an example of a causality that is taken seriously by consultants and 
some academics, but cannot be measured satisfactorily and has no well developed 
theory or model. Some academic advisers therefore deny the existence of a multi-
plier; others estimate the highest multiplier in the discussion. Another example is 
the academic use of the concept of comparative advantage as causal warrant in the 
electricity debate, based on questionalble assumptions. Its application becomes 
problematic in the light of common sense criticisms by consultants. Academic ad-
vice would improve if margin of error were addressed, if academic advisers made 
clear that academic advice is not solely based on hard facts, and if they admitted to 
less rigorous kinds of evidence if and when using them. That requires a different 
and more honest research style. 

The most robust feature in academic advice is academic backing by reference 
to literature. Academic advisers stay close to their ethos in that respect. Backings 
assure that statements of fact are true, or that values, norms or motives are shared 
or accepted. Consultants question the added value of scientific backing in their 
work, though. It takes time to read the many sources academics refer to and they 
are often not quite to the point. Consultants therefore use fewer text sources and 
more oral sources than academic advisers. If consultants argued like academics, 
they could not say what they wanted to and would find it too laborious. Academ-
ics who have left university for some time have experienced this tension (Allen 
1977). Since academic advisers stay close to their ethos in this respect they do not 
have the consultants’ freedom in what can be said. We would expect a higher 
quality of their claims as a result of their methods, but unfortunately academic ad-
visers’ results conflict more than consultants’ in the case of Schiphol. Therefore 
they lose competitive position with consultants on positive grounds, since they 
cannot compensate for saying less: there statements do not have a higher reliabil-
ity. 

Oral sources like interviews have the advantage of asking a respondent exactly 
what the adviser needs to know. However, economic advisers do not trust oral 
sources like experience, group discussions, interviews, and so on due to the re-
search tradition advocated by Friedman (1970, p. 31). Economists are not used to 
doing research by means of observation or reference to past experience. They 
have not developed a tradition of qualitative research. Social scientists with non-
economic backgrounds consider interviews or reference to observations and 
documented experience very helpful. It is not against academic ethos to use these 
sources, but they are not acceptable to most economists. However, three academic 
reports refer to oral sources and social tests of acceptability. When oral sources 
are an addition to other sources even economists cannot have fundamental prob-
lems with them, apart from questioning their added value. Given their current per-
formance, however, they might reconsider this skepticism. They have little to lose, 
since the ambiguities in their positive statements in the Schiphol debate do not 
show the benefits of traditional academic backing. They obviously need stronger 
and more reliable backings. Oral sources and intersubjective or social tests can 
serve this purpose by contributing to “proof by experience.” The results based on 
literature and theory are triangulated with experiences derived from groupdiscus-
sions, interviews, observations or introspection. 
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Consultants test their claims against their own experiences and the experi-
ences and estimates of others. They organize interviews with experts to hear their 
experiences and organize group discussions to test and develop their views. Con-
sultants feel a need for personal agreement with their conclusions since they take 
responsibility for their advice. When managers or consumers make important and 
consequential decisions, experiences are often an important point of reference, be 
they their own, their friends’ or their colleagues’. Why do academic economists 
think they do better without these sources? Why do they consider them unreli-
able? Is it because the results do not confirm their theories? The alternative expla-
nation would be that the theories are not always reliable. Triangulation is one way 
to discuss the reliability of findings based on different sources. That is better than 
relying on one source, even if it is the most reliable. Academic advice could im-
prove by becoming more open to qualitative research methods that encourage tri-
angulation. 

The research strategy of triangulation – drawing conclusions from different 
sources unreliable on their own but reliable if combined – is a common tactic in 
case study research (Eisenhardt 1989, p. 538; Yin 2003, p. 13-14; 97-100). Advice 
research resembles case study research in several respects. Advice is an interven-
tion in a real life context and should be based on research in that context. The re-
searcher has no control over the research situation, which would be necessary for 
an experiment. Advice is about a case in a historical and local context, which often 
makes it a complex social question that is not limited to the field of one social sci-
ence discipline. The research in the reports about the growth of Schiphol and lib-
eralization of the electricity market could have been performed as a case study 
(Yin 2003, p 1-2), although most projects do not meet all requirements of a case 
study design. 

The reliability of case study findings increases with triangulation of different 
data sources. So will academic research in the context of advice when it is based 
on data triangulation. Experiences gathered by interviews, group discussions and 
introspection contribute to the reliability of the research when they are compared 
to each other and to the results of the more abstract and general academic re-
search approaches like literature searches or statistical analysis. Reports by other 
advisers or policy documents (grey literature) can also be a valuable source of 
knowledge if they consider related questions and experiences are an entrance to 
local knowledge, relevant to the involved parties. This knowledge also helps to 
select the theoretical knowledge that best fits the case since it helps to focus the 
research. Proof by experience understood this way applies all relevant, useful hu-
man senses while making practical decisions as argued by Bourdieu (2002, p. 124). 
Bourdieu’s reference to experience and the use of senses including common sense 
helps the academic adviser to act in time, taking the ‘action present’ into account 
(Schön 1983, p. 62). 

Academics have characterized the consultant as “the guy who borrows your 
watch to tell you what time it is.” One could say in response that consultants are 
clever enough to ask and observe what they do not know. They have the ability to 
learn local knowledge they do not possess from clients, instead of relying on theo-
ries that do not fit, which Argyris (2000, p. 6) characterizes as the result of ‘skilled 
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incompetence.’ A client is an expert regarding his own situation and consultants ac-
knowledge that. It improves the outcome of the consulting process when a client 
shares this often tacit knowledge with the consultant (Sivula et al. 2001, p. 85). It 
would thus help economists improve their academic advice by being less cynical 
about this aspect of the consultant approach. 
 

Explicit normative deliberation to overcome academic hypocrisy 

The academic ethos of economists assumes that one can refer to non-
controversial values as a positive economist (Blaug 1980, p. 129), but the two 
cases illustrate that valuation is subject to discussion in the context of advice. The 
positive or negative character of effects is not indisputable but ambiguous, just as 
the evaluative conclusions about the sum of effects of liberalization of the electric-
ity market or the growth of Schiphol are, because valuation depends on the many 
different interests of clients and their stakeholders. As a consequence academic 
advice practices stay in conflict with academic ethos without firm acknowledge-
ment. Academic advisers claim to deliver only useful knowledge or instrumental 
advice, tasking the client with defining the objectives. They only identify the most 
efficient means or causal relations that enable clients to reach their goals. 

According to ethos academic advisers should not get involved in controversial 
normative debates. Peacock (1992, p. 1215-1219), Blaug (1980, p. 150) and Ma-
jone (1989, p. 34) have argued that this strategy will not meet much acceptance 
and consequently meet pressure from their clients. Academics respond in two 
ways: deliver positive research in line with their ethos (the minority) or use con-
troversial normative arguments as if they are non-controversial (the majority). The 
lack of honesty in this normative approach is hypocritical. 

Most academic advisers refer to economic criteria, norms, and laws in the 
electricity debate and some do in the Schiphol debate. Norms and criteria are of-
ten subjects of discussion like motivational arguments. Criteria such as efficiency, 
the need for efficient markets, or a balanced investigation of cost and benefits 
meet acceptance among economists, but for a more general audience these con-
cepts can be controversial. Laws meet the requirement of general acceptance bet-
ter, although their national validity subjects even laws to political discussion. 
When criteria, norms, and laws are controversial, academic advisers should not 
use them, or they should explain and argue their use like normative economists. 

Academics are not accustomed to backing motivational arguments or valua-
tions with help of group discussions or interviews. If they use motivational argu-
ments or make valuations – which happens more often than one would expect – 
they have no proper backing. They are treated as non-controversial, which inevi-
tably results in one-sided argumentation. Consultants have no problem with nor-
mative statements, but cannot appreciate academic advisers’ one-sided argumenta-
tion: their ethos stresses an all-partial approach to help take different controversial 
interests or conflicting perspectives into account (Van Luijk 2001, p. 266).  

 It should be part of the normative science of economic advice to develop 
techniques to back normative arguments: these arguments are rarely non-
controversial, since their acceptance depends on the preferences, interests, and 
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motives of groups or individuals. Techniques of backing normative arguments are 
rarely developed in an academic context. Most academic methodology aims at 
positive science, since normative deliberation conflicts with the ethos of positive 
and neutral scientific practice. Normative deliberation is a methodological re-
quirement of advice, however. Consultants’ approaches to back normative state-
ments, like referring to experience or introspection, therefore deserve academic 
attention to improve their argumentation techniques in the context of advice. 

However, the first thing academics should do is shed the hypocrisy by ac-
knowledging that they make controversial normative claims as economic advisers. 
Their advice would improve if their normative orientation were more transparent. 
They must thus re-establish their ethos in different terms. That will happen when 
they substantiate their normative claims and make clear their use of normative ar-
guments. Some of these claims may seem non-controversial in an economic con-
text, but many are highly controversial in a social context, as illustrated in the two 
cases. Academic advisers must make clear that they argue like advocates of an 
economic point of view, instead of presenting themselves as scientists or re-
searchers who present objective truths as their ethos claims to do. They have to 
make very clear that their role as academic adviser is different from their role as 
traditional academics. In practice, giving advice on economic questions is not 
positive or even positivist science and academic advisers have to be sure that they 
do not implicitly suggest that.  

I expect that academic advisers dislike the characterization of hypocrisy. That 
could motivate them to make their advice ethos more explicit and explain their 
use of ethos-conflicting normative arguments to better fit with what they do as 
academic advisers. Their explanation is probably that the context of advice de-
mands it. If so, they have to admit explicitly that giving academic advice is differ-
ent from traditional academic research activities, and not part of it like economic 
advice theory claims. 

The second step would be to develop a methodological perspective that en-
ables discussion of controversial motives, interests, values or norms. That is the 
domain normative economics pays attention to (Alvey 2000; Blaug 1980, p. 129-
133; Hausman and McPherson 1993, p. 677-679). Academic advisers can be the 
first contributors to the revival of normative economics, not as an abstract science 
but as a concrete and practical academic advice methodology. The objective of 
economic advice would be to reach local consensus and convince clients and rele-
vant stakeholders that an economic recommendation or normative judgment is 
acceptable and well supported. 

Proof by experience will show its worth again in backing the existence of local 
values, motives or interests. The best way is by asking people what they consider 
valuable and why. It is only by means of discussion that we know what clients or 
stakeholders consider important. Although the most efficient way is to ask the 
people involved, sometimes written accounts of opinions or normative views are 
also helpful, as in the case of investigating the values that belong to consultant and 
academic ethos. However, one of my own research limitations is that academic 
advisers have not written a complete and true account of their advice ethos and 
practice.  
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Explicit advice 

In their reports, academic advisers show a preference for arguments that could 
support a recommendation, but hesitate to draw advice conclusions themselves. 
Some economists like Marshal in his letters (in Alvey 2000), Robbins (1952), or 
Hennipman (1977) even argue that if economists are asked for advice they should 
give it in private. Giving advice is not something an economist should do based 
on a professional analysis and evaluation. This attitude is still visible in academic 
advice reports. Academic advisers all give a general analysis many may add general 
evaluative judgments, but they rarely give detailed and concrete advice to a par-
ticular client, paying attention to specific conditions relevant to the client. They do 
not write advice reports like a personal letter, with tailored recommendations that 
follow from their analysis. They stop before applying their analysis and evaluation 
to their client’s situation, something that makes their advice if they give it, less 
relevant to their client. 

Academics’ attitude is to have the client draw specific conclusions. Although 
they often give more advice and pay more attention to practical conditions of re-
buttal than expected on behalf of their ethos, consultants do so more frequently, 
more explicitly and in more detail. For academic advisers there is room for im-
provement in this respect, although the adaptation to give advice explicitly de-
mands a methodological acknowledgement as argued above regarding the use of 
normative arguments, another unexpected practice. However, the attention to re-
buttals does not conflict with academic ethos. These suggestions to improve aca-
demic advice have support from authors like Argyris (1996) and Schön (1983). 

Since the analysis of academic advisers is not based on experience or collabo-
rative approach, they gain little knowledge about the relevance of their findings. 
With so little client contact, it is hard to acquire detailed knowledge about what is 
important to the client. The academic appraisals in the two debates do not ac-
knowledge the many controversial interests involved. They seem less aware about 
what is and what is not beneficial to whom, as demonstrated in the discussion of 
environmental and employment effects in the two debates. Therefore it is more 
difficult for academic advisers to take responsibility for specific advice. 

Experience regarding the subject of analysis and normative deliberation about 
effects, objectives or policies are two building blocks necessary to make advice 
tangible, but not sufficient to give advice, which is the third building block. Advice 
has to be an advocative claim that suggests a course of action. Advice has to say 
what to do and how to do it. Otherwise it is a research or evaluative assignment 
based on only one or two building blocks. Advice addresses the interests of some 
specific person, group or organization. That makes it even more specific, local, 
and concrete than the above building blocks, which only contribute to bespoke 
advice conclusions. 

If academic advisers are willing to follow the first two suggestions concerning 
analysis and normative judgments, they can gather enough local knowledge to give 
explicit advice to a specific, real life client. That makes their analysis more valuable 
to a client. If academic advisers do not use their analysis to give advice, how can 
they expect clients to draw the appropriate conclusions themselves? Academic ad-
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visers should draw these advice conclusions to show the reasoning necessary to 
use their analysis in the context of possible actions and to make the connection 
between knowledge and action. The relation between knowledge and action is 
problematic. Only by knowing the relevance of knowledge will it stimulate action, 
but often this relevance has to be explained to a client. Advice is not an order and 
clients can draw other conclusions, but if they are challenged by advice it helps 
explicate why conclusions are (un)worthy, what interests are insufficiently ac-
knowledged by recommendations, and what assumptions seem to be flawed. Ad-
vice argumentation pushed to the end is more valuable to a client, even when the 
advice is contentious. 

Compared to consultants academic advice is not yet well founded. From a 
normative perspective, any backing fails; from a positive perspective, the backings 
are often too limited to enable triangulation; from an advice perspective, the con-
nection with positive and normative argumentation is inadequate. Academic ad-
visers can improve their service by a stronger focus on the discursive aspect in ad-
vice by making their argument as explicit as possible and arguing to the end to an-
swer the client’s question of what to do.  

Academic advisers can improve their service without undermining their ethos 
if they make clear what they are going to do as adviser. They have to re-establish 
their advice ethos. That requires that they reconsider their advice theory, since the 
mainstream instrumental advice theory proposed by Robbins, Stiglitz, Tinbergen 
and many other social scientists with modernist and positivist sympathies influ-
ences academic advice ethos strongly. 

Individual academic advisers can build their own ethos by telling what they 
will do and explaining how they will do it in the report’s methodology section, in 
the proposal, and in oral clarifications. They will do that, however, as pioneers 
against traditional academic ethos. An advice theory with attention to normative 
and positive deliberation, and a focus on explicit support of advice claims could 
give these pioneers extra support in building a more effective advice ethos for 
questions that require more than instrumental or causal argumentation, as in most 
cases of advice. 
 

9.4 My advice to develop an economic advice theory 

Traditional economic advice theory defines academic advice as a positive instru-
mental activity that supports decision making. Academic advisers deliver knowl-
edge about means to reach ends. They supply useful theoretical knowledge to their 
client. Useful theories are based on causal relations in a means-end argumentation 
(Robbins 1952; Stiglitz 1998; Tinbergen 1956). Academic advice is thus limited to 
a supply of positive knowledge to help a decision maker improve the quality of a 
decision. The strength of this academic conception of economic advice is that ad-
vice is explicitly related to the process of decision making. 

Normative discussions about objectives, policies, preferences, and so on do 
not belong to the domain of academic advice. However, this traditional concept 
of academic advice is criticized (Blaug 1980; Majone 1989; Peacock 1992; 



   243

Weinberg 1972), since clients often demand help with the description of prefer-
ences, objectives, and policies, and the distinction between means and ends does 
not overlap with the distinction between positive and normative questions. Often 
clients are not certain about what to do or how to define a problem. Such prob-
lems are characterized as ill-structured (Mason 1969; Mitroff and Mason 1980). 
March and Simon (1958) and Thompson (2004) refer to the notion of bounded 
rationality to explain that so many problems remain ill-structured for decision 
makers. To make sense of them, clients ask for help with definition, the choice of 
objectives, and the design of policies. Since the concept of academic advice is re-
lated to the decision-making process, these insights about decision making must 
be acknowledged in a theory on academic advice. 

The rhetorical analysis of advice reports provides an empirical argument that 
neither consultants nor academic advisers give advice in a way that fits the tradi-
tional concept. There are no reports in the two cases that give the pure instrumen-
tal advice of Robbins and Tinbergen. None of the reports identifies the relevant 
means-end relations in economic theory to select means that can help reach client-
given objectives. There are even a few examples where academic advisers have a 
neutral research assignment. Academic contract research crosses the border of 
positive academic advice more often than not. Therefore the practice of advice 
undermines academics’ conceptualization of advice in theory. The conditions for 
the academic model of expert advice cannot be fulfilled most of the time (Majone 
1989; March and Simon 1958; Mason 1969; Schein 1990; Thompson 2004). 

Traditional academic advice theory is invalid as a descriptive theory for that 
reason. A better theory on economic advice has failed up to this point. Such a the-
ory should be able to describe the practice of economic advice. My advice to eco-
nomic advice theorists is therefore to define economic advice more broadly, in 
line with discussions about the rhetorical character of advice as proposed in phi-
losophy and speech act theory. In different policy sciences authors like Fisher 
(1995), Fisher and Forester (1993), Habermas (1988a), Klamer (2003; 2007), Ma-
jone (1989), McCloskey (1983; 1992; 1994), Toulmin et al. (1984), Weinberg 
(1972), V. Werder (1999) have argued for more rhetorical awareness in decision 
processes, since policy decisions and management decisions cannot be based on 
scientific research only. The underlying questions are often trans-scientific because 
their character is positive but unanswerable by scientific investigation, or norma-
tive and beyond the traditional domain of scientific investigation. In practice deci-
sions are largely dependent on good reasoning and careful deliberation. They are 
man-made and therefore a product of human imagination. A theory about advice 
has to take these insights into account. 

Among the several insights that have to be acknowledged in an academic ad-
vice theory is the philosophical insight that advice is a performative speech act. 
This notion points to the social character of advice. A performative speech act, 
like the recommendation that certain conditions be satisfied for a successful liber-
alization of the electricity market, changes the responsibility of those receiving ad-
vice. Knowledge that relates to people’s interests or motives influences responsi-
bilities. Therefore giving advice is a social act. That does not influence a client di-
rectly. Advice is not manipulation or command. Effectiveness of advice is there-
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fore not equal with acceptance, but with improvement of the decision-making 
process. Mason (1969) illustrated that nicely with his dialectical approach, in which 
a second proposal for a decision can give rise to new deliberations, which may re-
sult in a third and even better alternative. If advice is taken seriously it may induce 
new deliberations, and better decision support. Advice requires serious attention 
from those who receive it, since it is related to their interests. That makes it a per-
formative speech act. 

The second insight to be acknowledged is that the link to economic interests 
is also a link to normative considerations about what is and what is not good for 
some organization, group or individual. In case of advice these considerations are 
mostly local. They are about the interests of a firm and its stakeholders, a local 
government department, or a national ministry. These interests and their related 
values are not universal, but fit the domain of aesthetic deliberation as defined by 
Habermas (1988a, p. 41). Aesthetic deliberations with a normative character are at 
the heart of economic advice, as demonstrated in the analysis of the two debates. 
The rhetorical analysis of these debates shows that advice claims, conclusions, and 
grounds in most reports imply several motivational arguments based on interests, 
values, norms or criteria. Before economists turned to positive questions, this 
view was common among them. In practice the view has probably always sur-
vived. 

A third insight is that advice theory should reconsider the character of posi-
tive statements since they often have a local character, like the normative state-
ments in advice. There are situations where general theory about causal relations 
can be used in the argument to estimate effects, but application to the local con-
text of a client is necessary. More often the applied knowledge is not as rigorous 
as economic theory claims to be: those who give advice or those who have to 
make a decision do not have the time and mental capacities to explore in detail 
questions necessary to validate a theory. They have to live with their bounded ra-
tionality. The analysis of the reports shows that the positive knowledge generated 
in the context of advice does not meet the criteria of a rigorous scientific contri-
bution. Consultants acknowledge that, and academic advisers should admit that 
after reading the analysis of their contributions Schiphol debate. Advice theorists 
should therefore reconsider their definition of useful knowledge, since useful 
knowledge is not necessarily a universal, rigorous means-end relationship. Some-
times it is an indication of effects, sometimes it is about observations, and some-
times it refers to others’ experiences or appraisals. 

Some pure research assignments aim only to describe a state of affairs, which 
results in designative claims or constative speech acts. Both academic advisers and 
consultants accept such assignments, since it is part of their expertise to deliver 
knowledge about the economic world. Consultants use their quick-and-dirty meth-
ods to present results much faster than academic advisers. A theory on economic 
advice should cover the full range of assignments that dominate the practice of 
giving advice. It should not be limited to research assignments. A theory on advice 
has to embrace all kinds of positive and normative claims in a rhetorical context, 
which can identify and guide discursive advice practices. 
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Most positive and normative claims in advice belong to the realm of aesthetic 
judgments and sometimes even to the domain of personal judgments. A fourth 
insight is that claims that belong to these domains have subjective or intersubjec-
tive validity, therefore the way to back these local statements requires attention. 
Such backing is not well understood in traditional theory on academic advice. 
Consultants have developed their own practices of backing local claims, but aca-
demic economists are trained to back universal causal relations with academic re-
search methods, even though they are less successful in this activity than their col-
leagues in the natural sciences. Replication of economic research is therefore more 
difficult than most economists assume (Theewes 1997, p. 92-95, 103). Other so-
cial sciences pay more attention to local realities like culture. Their research meth-
ods are different from those preferred by economists; they are more often explor-
ative and based on observations and interviews, which, in the context of advice, 
are most effective to back local knowledge and values. General theoretical argu-
ments can be relevant in the context of advice, but only as one source of knowl-
edge to be applied and interpreted with help of the sources offering local knowl-
edge. Theoretical knowledge is not the most important kind of knowledge in the 
context of advice and consultants acknowledge that openly and it is visible in 
textsources they use and in the other sources of knowledge they refer to. A theory 
of advice has to do justice to the relevance of local knowledge and local values. 
That requires appropriate research strategies, which can be referred to in the con-
text of backing. 

Finally a theory on economic advice should be able to analyze the discursive 
and deliberative activities that are at the heart of giving advice. A theory on advice 
therefore has to be a rhetorical theory. The argumentation analysis of advice de-
bates regarding growth of Schiphol and liberalization of the electricity market 
shows that it is possible to explore the phenomenon of expert advice from the 
inside by this approach. That claim has been made by Aristotle, who considered 
deliberating about questions concerning future action a rhetorical genre. Since the 
context of advice rarely offers non-controversial statements, all statements form-
ing the backbone of advice need some kind of support. That does not only apply 
to normative statements in both debates, but also to positive statements, as we 
saw in the Schiphol debate.  

Traditional economic advice theory was the point of departure for an investi-
gation that has now come to an end. Although it defines academic advice as it is 
defined in other social sciences, theory hardly describes the existing phenomenon. 
Even academic advice barely fits the description. The claim that scientific advice 
exists in the traditional sense should therefore be treated with suspicion. Advice is 
a discursive practice in which the application of general and abstract scientific the-
ory should proceed cautiously and even skeptically in lieu of the local and often 
controversial realities that remain hidden from it. Since advice is to some extent 
contentious, the adviser must support positive and normative claims with argu-
ments. These arguments show the character of advice, as it did for consultants’ 
and academics’ in the two cases. In this last section, I have therefore made explicit 
the implicit advice theory applied in my own analysis: advice as deliberative activ-
ity, or advice as argument. 
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Reports discussed in the cases 

Case 1: Growth of Schiphol 

Booz Allan & Hammilton 1999. Economisch Belang Mainport Schiphol.  
 
Buck Consultants International BV 1996. Economische Betekenis van de Luchtvaart in 
Nederland. Nijmegen 
 
Bureau voor Economische Argumentatie 1993. Inventarisatie Economische Effecten. 
Hoofddorp 
 
CE 2002. Verdere Groei van Schiphol: Heeft Amsterdam er Baat Bij? Delft 
 
Erasmus Universiteit Rotterdam, Universiteit van Amsterdam and Technische 
Universiteit Delft 1997. Een Volk dat Leeft… Investeert in zijn Toekomst: Het Belang 
van Mainportontwikkeling voor Nederland. Vlaardingen, Van Dooren 
 
Instituut voor Onderzoek van Overheidsuitgaven 1993. Finaciële Steun aan de Lucht-
vaart. Den Haag 
 
Nyfer 2000. Hub of Spokestad? Regionaal Economische Effecten van Luchthavens. Breuke-
len, Nyfer 
 
Rijksuniversiteit Groningen 1997. Economische Betekenis van een Groeiend Schiphol voor 
Bedrijven. Groningen 
 
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam 2001. Indirecte Effecten van de Uitbreiding van Schiphol na 
2010: Verkenning vanuit Welvaartstheoretisch Persectief. Amsterdam 
 
Universiteit van Amsterdam 1992. Luchtvaart in een Diensteneconomie: Een Verkennen-
de Studie. Amsterdam 
 
 

Case 2: Liberalization of the Electricity Sector 

Arthur D. Little International, Inc 1999. Marktwerking in de Leidinggebonden Energie-
sector. Rotterdam 
 
Capgemini 2006. Onderzoek naar de Werkgelegenheidseffecten van Liberalisering, Splitsing 
en Privatisering. 
 
CE 2005. Vrije Stroom, Vieze Stroom, Weg Stroom? Effecten Liberalisering Elektriciteits-
markt. Delft 
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EIM 2002. Referentiegegevens t.b.v. de Evaluatie van de Gaswet en de Elektriciteitswet Deel 
2. Zoetermeer 
 
EIM and IOO bv 2001. Referentiegegevens t.b.v. de Evaluatie van de Gaswet en de Elektri-
citeitswet Deel 1. Zoetermeer 
 
Erasmus Studiecentrum voor Milieukunde 1999. Liberalisering, Duurzame Energie en 
Energiebesparing 
 
KPMG Bureau voor Economische Argumentatie 1998. Een Vette of een Magere Net-
beheerder: Gevolgen voor de Werkgelegenheid in de Energiedistributiesector. Hoofddorp 
 
Nyfer 2001. Toezicht op de Toekomst: Regulering van de Regionale elektriciteitsnetten in het 
Maatschappelijk Belang. Breukelen 
 
OCFEB 1997. Regulatory Reform in the Netherlands: Macroeconomic Consequences and In-
dustry Effects 
 
SEO 2003. De Kunst van het Investeren in de Elektriciteitssector. Amsterdam 
 
Universiteit Twente 1996. Marktwerking in de Energiesector: Een Onderzoek naar de Mo-
gelijkheden tot Introductie van Marktwerking in de Nederlandse Energiesector. 
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Summary in Dutch (Nederlandstalige samenvatting) 

ADVIES ALS ARGUMENTATIE: 
Economische argumentaties in management consulting en academisch contract 

onderzoek 
 

Consultants en adviserende wetenschappers ontmoeten elkaar sinds enige de-
cennia op de markt voor economisch advies en contract onderzoek. Deze markt 
groeit, en consultants profiteren daar meer van dan academici. Hun marktaandeel 
is groter en hun dagtarief is hoger. Dit leidt er niet toe dat academici met bewon-
dering kijken naar consultants, in tegendeel. Ze verklaren het succes van consul-
tants door hun retorisch talent, de strakke pakken en de overweldigende Power-
Point presentaties. De kennis die consultants leveren wordt afgeschilderd als op-
pervlakkig, modieus en niet robuust zoals wetenschappelijke kennis. Hoe kan het 
dat klanten deze kritiek niet delen, en toch liever in zee gaan met consultants dan 
met adviserende wetenschappers? Kunnen consultants dan toch iets beter, dat niet 
goed te waarderen is met academische criteria? Hoe overtuigen consultants hun 
klanten, en hoe doen zij dat anders dan adviserende wetenschappers? Om deze 
retorische verschillen nader te onderzoeken staat de volgende onderzoeksvraag 
centraal: Welke verschillen in argumentatie kunnen verklaren waarom consultants meer succes 
boeken op de markt voor economische adviesopdrachten dan adviserende wetenschappers? 

Economen hebben wetenschappelijk advies gedefinieerd als het aanbieden 
van een economische theorie die klanten in staat stelt hun doelen te realiseren. 
Theorie is gebaseerd op causale relaties. Wanneer bekend is welke oorzaak tot 
welk gevolg leidt, kunnen oorzaken als middel geselecteerd worden om bepaalde 
gevolgen of doelen te realiseren. Klanten moeten hun doelen precies formuleren, 
zodat adviserende wetenschappers in hun theorieën op zoek kunnen gaan naar de 
middelen die een klant kunnen helpen de gewenste doelen te bereiken. Academici 
beperken zich daarbij tot instrumentele vragen. Zij gaan niet de discussie aan of 
doelen juist zijn. Deze opvatting heeft zijn beperkingen: klanten hebben vaak hulp 
nodig bij het formuleren van doelen, en middelen zijn vaak niet puur instrumen-
teel. Daarnaast zijn niet alle problemen helder te formuleren. Deze problemen 
worden omschreven als “ill-structured”. De visie van economen op wetenschap-
pelijk advies wordt ook in andere sociale wetenschappen gedeeld. Doel van de 
academische adviseur is het aanbieden van nuttige kennis, niet het aangaan van 
discussie over normatieve vraagstukken. 

Niet alle academici zijn het eens met deze positivistische visie op advies. Bin-
nen de sociale wetenschappen, maar vooral binnen de filosofie en taalwetenschap 
hebben academici ook alternatieve visies op advies ontwikkeld. Filosofen maken 
onderscheid tussen theoretische kennis en praktijkkennis. Theoretische kennis 
moet een eeuwigdurende geldigheid bezitten. Adviesvragen zijn echter afhankelijk 
van tijd, plaats en belangen. De vragen zijn gericht op de toekomst en die is fun-
damenteel onzeker. Ze hebben tot doel de situatie van een klant te verbeteren, 
maar wat is een verbetering voor deze klant? Bij de beantwoording van deze vra-
gen speelt “tacit knowledge” een rol, dingen die je uit ervaring weet maar die je 
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moeilijk onder woorden kunt brengen. Daarnaast is advies geven een taalhande-
ling. Met de uitspraak van een advies verandert de wereld voor de klant. Het ad-
vies geeft de klant een nieuwe verantwoordelijkheid, om het advies te volgen of 
om aan te geven waarom niet. Dat is een ander soort uitspraak, dan een uitspraak 
die alleen aangeeft dat een stoplicht groen is. Advies is niet alleen beschrijvend, 
maar ook motiverend. De betekenis van het groene stoplicht voor de klant wordt 
uitgelegd, en de klant krijgt de suggestie om door te rijden. De vraag is welke in-
zichten ten aanzien van advies meer recht doen aan de economische adviespraktijk 
van adviserende wetenschappers en consultants, de traditionele economische en 
sociaalwetenschappelijke visie, of de meer filosofisch geïnspireerde visie. 

De vraag wat advies is, en hoe dit goed uit te voeren is houdt consultants en 
academische adviseurs zelf ook bezig. In hun reflecties op hun beroep geven zij 
aan hoe zij advies zouden willen geven. Dit zijn uitingen van het beroepsethos van 
beide professies. In meer algemene zin zijn de verschillen in beroepsethos samen-
gevat in onderstaande tabel, afkomstig uit hoofdstuk 4:  

 
Tabel 4.2: Karakterisering van het ethos van consultants en adviserende wetenschappers 

Consultants Adviserende wetenschappers 

• Advies rol: “dokter” met bewustzijn voor het 

adviesproces; 

• Intellectueel domein: identificatie met econo-

mische vragen van de klant, multidisciplinaire 

benadering; 

• Morele oriëntatie: open voor en kritisch te-

genover het begrip van de klant voor zijn ei-

genbelang. Gericht op samenwerken met de 

klant. Persoonlijke benadering gericht op so-

ciale waarden; 

• Kennis voorkeur: praktisch en probleemoplos-

send. Gericht op korte termijn kennis/theorie 

over actuele onderwerpen; 

• Epistemologische benadering: geen normatief 

- positief dichotomie. Ervaring als bron van 

geldige en waardevolle kennis. Wetenschap-

pelijke kennis is te beperkt om op te vertrou-

wen als enige kennisbron. 

• Advies rol: informatie expert met weinig pro-

ces bewustzijn; 

• Intellectueel domein: identificatie met specia-

listische toegepaste kennis uit economische 

subdisciplines. 

• Morele oriëntatie: toegepaste kennis moet 

voldoen aan wetenschappelijke waarden. Af-

standelijke expertbenadering. Onverschillig 

tegenover het begrip van de klant voor zijn ei-

genbelang. 

• Kennis voorkeur: theoretisch en algemeen. 

Toegewijd aan het genereren, accumuleren 

en conserveren van duurzame kennis. 

• Epistemologische benadering: positief weten-

schapsideaal. Het is mogelijk om relevante 

kennis te genereren die toepasbaar is in vele 

situaties wanneer onderzoek voldoet aan we-

tenschappelijke standaards. 

 
Deze algemene verschillen in ethos vertalen zich in de adviesargumentatie van 

beide professies. Niet alleen filosofen, ook praktiserende consultants en academi-
sche adviseurs besteden aandacht aan adviesargumentatie als onderdeel van hun 
ethos. Wat zien beide professies als goede argumentatie in de context van advies? 
Om deze vraag systematisch te onderzoeken is het argumentatie analyse model 
van Toulmin als uitgangspunt genomen voor de vergelijking. Dit model kijkt naar 
de uiteindelijke claim of conclusie die onderbouwd moet worden inclusief de ze-
kerheid van die claim (modaliteit) en mogelijke mitsen en maren (voorbehoud en 
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concessie). Het model gaat ook in op de argumenten die de claim direct onder-
steunen (argumenten), en op de motivatie voor het verband tussen argument en 
conclusie (rechtvaardiging). Tot slot besteedt het model aandacht aan de wijze 
waarop de feitelijkheid van de argumenten en hun rechtvaardiging gelegitimeerd 
wordt (ondersteuning). Tabel 5.4, afkomstig uit hoofdstuk 5 geeft aan hoe beide 
professies aankijken tegen de boven beschreven elementen in argumentatie, en 
hoe ze die zouden willen presenteren in hun advies. 

 
Tabel 5.4: Voorkeursstijl van argumentatie 

Consultants  Adviserende wetenschappers 

• Claim: concrete of evaluatieve conclusies en 

advies. Nadruk op waarschijnlijkheid en prak-

tisch voorbehoud; 

• Argumenten: meer breedte in de argumenta-

tie: generalistische benadering. Doen van di-

recte en concrete positieve uitspraken en 

waarderingen in adviesrapporten; 

• Rechtvaardiging: vooral gebaseerd op “com-

mon sense” causaliteit en niet op zware theo-

rie. Vaak verwijzing naar waarden, motieven, 

normen, criteria; 

• Ondersteuning: gebaseerd op ervaring, grove 

schatting en persoonlijke beoordeling. Resul-

taten moeten voldoen aan een “common sen-

se” toets; 

• Presentatie: nadruk op advies, conclusies en 

de betooglijn. Deze wordt ondersteund door 

tekststructuur, kopjes, figuren en tabellen. 

• Claim: algemene en neutrale conclusies. 

Geen normatief advies. Nadruk op onzeker-

heid en theoretisch voorbehoud; 

• Argumenten: meer diepte in de argumentatie, 

specialistische benadering. Voorkeur voor 

exacte, betrouwbare uitspraken, weinig feiten 

genererend onderzoek, geen waarderingen; 

• Rechtvaardiging: vooral gebaseerd op theorie 

ingebed in economische disciplines en op niet 

controversiële waarden, motieven, normen, 

criteria; 

• Ondersteuning: gebaseerd op wetenschappe-

lijke methode. Weinig sympathie voor “quick-

and-dirty” onderzoek, ervaringskennis en 

“common sense”; 

• Presentatie: nadruk op wetenschappelijke 

ondersteuning door presentatie van methode 

en theorie in de structuur van het rapport. 

 
De wijze waarop adviserende wetenschappers aankijken tegen hun advies-

praktijk komt in grote lijnen overeen met de manier waarop economen advies 
conceptualiseren. De academische adviseur is neutraal, zegt alleen iets bij vol-
doende zekerheid, baseert zich op causaliteitsargumenten en theorie, gebruikt we-
tenschappelijke onderzoeksmethoden om feitelijke uitspraken te ondersteunen en 
besteedt veel aandacht aan legitimering van methode en conclusies in de presenta-
tie van een advies rapport. 

Consultants hechten niet aan een neutrale positie: zij geven graag advies over 
wat beter kan, hoe het beter kan en wat als verbetering gezien moet worden. Zij 
hanteren naast feitelijke argumenten ook normatieve of waarderende argumenten 
om bijvoorbeeld kansen en bedreigingen aan te geven, of sterke en zwakke punten 
in een organisatie, een strategie of een beleidsvoorstel. Hun respect voor academi-
sche theorie is beperkt. Liever baseren zij hun rechtvaardigingen op doel-middel 
argumentatie die direct inzichtelijk is en op normatieve principes en motieven ge-
relateerd aan de belangen van hun klanten. De ondersteuning mag gebaseerd zijn 
op eigen ervaring, ervaring van anderen zo nodig aangevuld met wat interviews of 
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berekeningen, een methode die academici zouden afdoen als “quick-and-dirty”. In 
hun presentatie richten consultants zich op conclusies, advies en bijbehorende 
mitsen en maren, om klanten die informatie te geven waar zij op wachten. De on-
derbouwing van een advies beschouwen consultants ondergeschikt aan het belang 
van het advies zelf, in tegenstelling tot adviserende wetenschappers. Het advies, 
daar willen klanten voor betalen volgens consultants, daar wachten ze op. 

Ondanks dat enkele academici kritische geluiden laten horen over de toepas-
baarheid van hun instrumentele en neutrale advies benadering, wordt dit traditio-
nele beeld breed uitgemeten en academische adviseurs die kritisch zijn over het 
instrumentele advies begrip, geven aan als adviseur wel baat te hebben bij hun 
ethos van neutrale, objectieve adviseur. Het verhoogt immers hun autoriteit. 

Hoe fundamenteel zijn de kritieken op het traditionele wetenschappelijke ad-
viesbegrip? Maken academische adviseurs waar wat zij uitdrukken met hun ethos? 
Hoe ligt dat voor consultants? Is hun ethos zichtbaar in hun adviespraktijk? Om 
die vraag te beantwoorden is de argumentatie in 20 rapporten onderzocht, tien 
geschreven door consultants en tien geschreven door academische adviseurs. Tien 
rapporten gaan of over de wenselijkheid van verdere groei van Schiphol, en tien 
over de vraag onder welke voorwaarden de elektriciteitsmarkt geliberaliseerd kan 
worden. Consultants en academische adviseurs hebben een gelijk aandeel in beide 
debatten. De onderzochte adviesrapporten zijn geschreven in de jaren negentig en 
begin 2000. 

Figuur 8.1 geeft voor een aantal aspecten aan in hoeverre consultants en aca-
demici argumenteren volgens hun ethos. De hoge waarden corresponderen met 
consultant ethos, zoals normatief advies, zekere claims, aandacht voor praktisch 
voorbehoud, etc. Omgekeerd staan deze categorieën voor academisch ethos: geen 
normatief advies, aandacht voor twijfel en onzekerheid, geen praktisch voorbe-
houd etc. De onderste lijn geeft aan hoeveel van de geanalyseerde academische 
rapporten niet voldoen aan het consultant ethos, en daarmee wel aan het academi-
sche ethos, de bovenste lijn geeft aan hoeveel van de tien consultant rapporten 
voldoen aan consultant ethos. Naarmate de bovenste lijn dicht bij de tien zit, illu-
streren veel consultant rapporten het consultant ethos. De onderste lijn moet 
dicht tegen de nul aanzitten. 

 
Figuur 8.1 Aantal rapporten volgens consultant ethos (boven) of academisch ethos (onder) 
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Figuur 8.1 toont dat consultants voor de meeste categorieën meestal werken 

zoals verwacht mag worden op basis van hun ethos. Bij adviserende wetenschap-
pers is dat minder het geval. Bij een aantal categorieën zoals de normatieve aard 
van het advies en de normatieve argumentatie beweegt de academische lijn sterk 
naar boven, in strijd met het eigen ethos. Dat is verwonderlijk, gezien hun laat-
dunkende opmerkingen over consultants. Bij andere punten zoals het aangeven 
van praktisch voorbehoud of het kiezen van een tekststructuur die geordend is 
volgens de belangrijkste onderwerpen in het rapport, in plaats van de belangrijkste 
onderzoeksstappen, is de spanning tussen consultant ethos en academisch ethos 
minder groot. Deze academische afwijkingen van het eigen ethos kunnen ook ge-
zien worden als een aanvulling op of ontwikkeling van de eigen adviespraktijk. 

Het feit dat academische adviseurs bewegen in de richting van consultants en 
dus in vele opzichten niet voldoen aan hun eigen ethos, laat zien dat de manier 
waarop theoretische economen advies beschrijven, geen recht doet aan de manier 
waarop in de praktijk economisch advies gegeven wordt door adviserende weten-
schappers. Er is geen sprake van een neutraal advies, waarin de academische advi-
seur alleen doel-middel verbanden aanbiedt, op basis waarvan de klant kan bepa-
len hoe hij zijn zelf gestelde doelen het best kan bereiken. Adviserende weten-
schappers worden net als consultants betrokken bij discussies over doelen, waar-
den, beleid en politieke besluitvorming. De scheiding tussen doelen en middelen 
gaat niet op in de praktijk van het adviseren, omdat middelen vaak een politieke 
impact hebben, en politici of strategen daardoor helpen bij het nadenken over wat 
ze nu eigenlijk willen. Middelen maken doelen concreet. Het instrumentele ad-
viesbegrip kan in dat proces geen inzicht geven. 

De manier waarop academici nu omgaan met normatieve uitspraken is pro-
blematisch: ze doen alsof hun normatieve uitspraken geen uitleg vereisen, alsof ze 
vanzelfsprekend en niet controversieel zijn. Dit is weliswaar in lijn met hun ethos 
zolang het om vanzelfsprekende normen en waarden gaat, zoals bij de toepassing 
van een wet. In hun adviezen zijn de normen en waarden waar academici naar 
verwijzen vaak hoogst controversieel, zoals de voordelen van marktwerking of de 
voordelen van groei van Schiphol. Dit controversiële karakter wordt door de 
meeste academici genegeerd en dat is in strijd met hun ethos van neutrale en ob-
jectieve wetenschapper. Adviserende wetenschappers zien meer positieve effecten 
van Schiphol en van liberalisering van de elektriciteitsmarkt dan consultants. In 
vier van de tien rapporten geschreven door academische adviseurs wordt zelfs he-
lemaal geen aandacht besteed aan negatieve effecten. 

Daarnaast zijn academici slecht in staat hun positieve of feitelijke claims te 
onderbouwen. Ze blazen hoog van de toren tegenover consultants die onbe-
trouwbare kennis leveren, gebaseerd op oppervlakkige “quick-and-dirty” onder-
zoeksmethoden. In de debatten tonen academici zich echter niet in staat met eigen 
valide onderzoeksresultaten te komen. Op basis van hun strengere onderzoeksme-
thoden komen ze tot minder onderzoeksresultaten dan consultants, en de resulta-
ten van academici zijn onderling ook nog eens veel tegenstrijdiger dan de resulta-
ten die consultants presenteren. Een voorbeeld daarvan is de inschatting van de 
multiplier van indirecte werkgelegenheid van Schiphol. Academici variëren met 
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hun inschattingen van algehele ontkenning tot de hoogste inschattingen van de 
multiplier van indirecte werkgelegenheid in het debat. Dat geeft weinig aanleiding 
hun onderzoeksmethode als robuuster te beoordelen dan die van consultants. 

Gebaseerd op deze resultaten is de positie van academische adviseurs te ka-
rakteriseren als hypocriet: ze voldoen niet aan de verwachtingen van neutraliteit en 
robuuste wetenschappelijkheid die ze blijven wekken op basis van hun weten-
schappelijke ethos. Bovendien is hun argumentatieve prestatie in het debat minder 
dan die van consultants: ze onderbouwen normatieve en positieve claims minder 
goed dan consultants. Consultants voldoen wel aan de verwachtingen gebaseerd 
op hun ethos. Zij claimen minder waarheidsgetrouw te werken, maar presteren in 
dit opzicht opmerkelijk genoeg zelfs beter dan academische adviseurs. 

De ovalen in figuur 9.1 geven aan waar consultants en academische adviseurs 
zich bevinden ten opzichte van elkaar. Voor academische adviseurs geeft dit ovaal 
alleen de positie van hun ethos. Om dit te benadrukken heeft het ovaal een stip-
pellijn. Voor consultants overlappen ethos en praktijk. Daarom toont figuur 9.1 
een gewoon ovaal. 

 
Figuur 9.1: Drie dimensies die advies karakteriseren 
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midden, en academici wat betreft hun ethos links: adviserende wetenschappers 
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kennen dat ook. Op de verticale dimensie in de figuur bevinden academici zich 

Positieve
claims

Lokale
claims

Universele
claims

Academische
advisereur

Consultant

Ontwikkelings
perspectief

Normatieve
claims

Discursieve
orientatie

Positivistische
orientatie

Positieve
claims

Lokale
claims

Universele
claims

Academische
advisereur

Consultant

Ontwikkelings
perspectief

Normatieve
claims

Discursieve
orientatie

Positivistische
orientatie



   271

meer beneden en consultants meer boven: de kennis claims van consultants zijn 
meer lokaal en academici claimen toepassing van universele theorie en robuuste 
feiten (maar kunnen deze claim niet goed waarmaken). Consultants zitten meer 
achter in de figuur en academici meer voorin de figuur langs de gestippelde di-
mensie: de benadering van academici is traditioneel wetenschappelijk, consultants 
hebben weinig op met de wetenschappelijke methode en hanteren meer een reto-
rische, of discursieve benadering waarin de kracht van argumenten telt.  

De positionering heeft consequenties voor potentiële klanten, academische 
adviseurs en voor de validiteit van de traditionele adviestheorie. Klanten moeten 
goed nagaan wat een individuele academische adviseur voor hen wil gaan doen, 
hoe hij onderzoek doet en hoe hij omgaat met normatieve vraagstukken. Een goe-
de inschatting daarvan geeft de klant zicht op de vraag of de adviserende weten-
schapper zich tot positief onderzoek wil beperken. Dan past een goed gedefini-
eerde opdracht, en moet de klant nagaan of hij een opdracht voldoende scherp 
kan definiëren. Evaluerende en adviserende opdrachten kan een klant beter over-
laten aan consultants, tenzij de academische adviseur vooraf aannemelijk kan ma-
ken dat hij hier een goede methode voor heeft, en ook bereid is om normatieve 
claims te onderbouwen. 

Voor academische adviseurs is het advies om hun ethos aan te passen aan hun 
praktijk, en om daarmee bewust een minder pretentieuze rol te gaan spelen. De 
gestippelde pijl in figuur 9.1 geeft dit perspectief aan. Consequentie van de minder 
hoge ambities is dat academische kennis in de context van advies meer lokaal mag 
zijn dan in de context van wetenschappelijk debat. Daarnaast mag de gebruikte 
normatieve argumentatie controversieel zijn, maar dat vereist wel dat adviserende 
wetenschappers zulke claims motiveren. Dit stelt dus veel hogere eisen aan de on-
derbouwing van claims, omdat academische adviseurs op basis van mijn onder-
zoek moeten erkennen dat zij met hun feitelijke uitspraken gebaseerd op onder-
zoek en hun normatieve uitgangspunten toch meer uit te leggen hebben dan ze 
willen doen geloven. Voor consultants is zo’n advies niet van toepassing: zij dra-
gen geen wetenschappelijke ethos uit zoals academische adviseurs, maar leveren 
desondanks meer gebalanceerd advies en presenteren onderling minder strijdige of 
conflicterende inschattingen in hun onderzoek. 

Adviestheorie mag zich niet beperken tot toepassing van nuttige doel-middel 
relaties. Advies is meer dan dat. Advies is een taalhandeling, en creëert verant-
woordelijkheden bij degene die advies ontvangt, maar ook bij degene die advies 
geeft. Advies is gebaseerd op lokale kennis, op lokale waarden en daarmee groten-
deels op een esthetisch argumentatie gebied waarin intersubjectiviteit en lokale 
consensus tot acceptatie van adviesclaims en de onderliggende argumentatie moe-
ten leiden. Dit maakt adviseren dus vooral een discursief en retorisch proces waar-
in klanten en hun stakeholders overtuigd moeten worden. Dat moet een valide 
academische adviestheorie zichtbaar kunnen maken. 

 
 

 



Consultants and academic advisers compete on the market for economic advice.
Consultants have a larger market share and usually they ask higher fees than academic
advisers. However, they are criticized by academics for their overpayment, shallowness,
and quick-and-dirty research methods. Do clients attract the wrong kind of advisers?

This thesis presents an in-depth analysis of argumentation used in advice reports 
on the growth of Schiphol airport and the liberalization of the electricity market, and 
a study of the differences in the way consultants and academic advisers reflect on their
own professional ethos. The research shows that argumentation by academics is less
balanced than argumentation by consultants who pay more evenly attention to both
positive and negative effects of growth and of liberalization. Another result is that
academic advisers do not reach consensus regarding the measurement of indirect
labor effects in the growth debate, whereas consultants give fairly consistent estimates.

Academics claim to be better researchers and more neutral advisers, but in the 
context of economic advice they cannot meet their own standards, nor the standards
practiced by consultants. Therefore they make themselves vulnerable to the criticism 
of hypocrisy. Why then claiming so much? Why not admit, like consultants do, that
advice is less based on scientific truth and more on convincing argumentation? What
conception of advice is needed, to make academic advice more persuasive? This thesis
compares the advice approaches of consultants and academic advisers, in order to
reach a better understanding of economic advice and so to enrich advice theory.
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