
DIALOGUE

More Than Just Novelty: Conceptual Blending
and Causality

One of the central questions in the April 2011
AMR special issue on new theories of organiza-
tion (Suddaby, Hardy, & Huy, 2011) concerns how
such theories come into existence. The answers
that are provided all combine an acknowledg-
ment of pragmatic factors around the position-
ing of a novel theory in a particular scholarly
community with the observation that analogical
thinking, as a way of blending concepts and
relations, is at the heart of the conception of new
theory (Boxenbaum & Rouleau, 2011; Oswick,
Fleming, & Hanlon, 2011; Shepherd & Sutcliffe,
2011). This crucial observation is not matched
with adequate detail on the mechanisms of con-
ceptual blending. However, providing such de-
tail seems essential in order to understand not
just simply that we rely on analogies in our
theorizing but, more important, how we do so
and with what consequences. Conceptual
blending is a basic theory of conceptual integra-
tion that is central to modes of inferential rea-
soning within the social sciences (Turner, 1996;
see also Cornelissen, 2005), including counter-
factual arguments, analogy and metaphor, par-
adox and irony, and prototype-based logics of
argumentation. Here we first add an under-
standing of conceptual blending and of how
blending works. Second, we suggest ways in
which blending may be used not just to develop
novel theory but also to support the develop-
ment of theories that lean toward explanation
and can form the basis for sustainable programs
of research.

In essence, conceptual blending theory sug-
gests that the analogical correlation of mental
inputs or frames sets up a number of blending
processes in which the imaginative capacities
of meaning construction are evoked to produce
emergent and novel meaning. Within blending,
structure and elements from the input mental
frames are projected to a separate “blended”
mental space (e.g., Cornelissen, 2005, 2006, but
see also Shepherd & Sutcliffe, 2011). The projec-
tion is selective, and through completion and
elaboration the blend develops a structure and
set of inferences not provided by the inputs. The

emerging representation and inferences devel-
oped in the blend, in turn, can lead us to change
our view of the corresponding situations and
may indeed, upon reflection, capture and ex-
plain novel and important aspects of organiza-
tions (Boxenbaum & Rouleau, 2011; Cornelis-
sen, 2005).

When developing theory, theorists may inten-
tionally vary the inputs to blending processes
and may contrast the selectivity of their projec-
tions to distinguish different constructions and
inferences (Weick, 1989). They may also combine
inputs from radically different or distant do-
mains of knowledge and language use. This
distance can turn out to be productive in that it
may prompt alternative insights and may pro-
vide a novel schematization and inferences for
theorizing (Cornelissen, 2005). Crucially, how-
ever, it is not similarity or dissimilarity between
domains per se (Oswick et al., 2011) that is the
key here. As previously argued (Cornelissen,
2005, 2006), blending involves two separate axes:
an axis of similarity in the correspondence be-
tween inputs from two domains (within-domains
similarity) and an axis of distance between the
domains of knowledge and language use from
which these inputs are drawn (between-do-
mains distance). These are essentially two inde-
pendent scales that apply to the same blending
process. Okhuysen and Bonardi (2011) demon-
strate these axes in their recent discussion of
how the combination of theories may involve a
greater or lesser compatibility in terms of the
assumptions shared between theories and a
greater or lesser conceptual distance in terms of
their antecedent scholarly and disciplinary
traditions.

The intersection of these two axes is crucial to
theory development. It is core to the oft-cited
notion of interestingness in theory development
(Davis, 1971; Weick, 1989). A novel conceptual-
ization or explanation is generally considered
interesting depending on the degree to which it
is analogically “related” or “connected” and, as
such, plausible or informative while simultane-
ously being counterintuitive, surprising, or un-
expected, given the novel parallel that is drawn
between previously unconnected and disparate
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domains and modes of understanding. The two
axes also support the aptness of an emerging
conceptual representation or model and its abil-
ity to project inferences that are more likely to
be useful to the development of theory. What
this implies is that when theorists draw distant
or opposing domains together, there needs to be
as a base condition some within-domain simi-
larity that can be conceived or constructed (Cor-
nelissen, 2005). Such a correspondence is fur-
thermore necessary for the transfer of initially
dissimilar attributes or implications, which,
once blended, may contribute to a novel emer-
gent conceptual representation and set of infer-
ences (Cornelissen, 2005; Durand & Calori, 2006).

However, producing a blend at the intersec-
tion of within-domains similarity and between-
domains distance is not by itself a guarantee
that the resulting novel theory will turn out to be
valuable, let alone valid or predictive. As an
analogue representation that connects concepts,
conceptual blends need close scrutiny. Indeed, a
real obligation, incumbent on all of us, is to
identify whether, through blending, we generate
novel theorizations in terms of underlying
causal relationships—and this is arguably more
important than just pinpointing gaps or propos-
ing novel suppositions (Alvesson & Sandberg,
2011). Probing such causal relationships in-
volves systematic forms of counterfactual rea-
soning (Durand & Vaara, 2009), although not all
forms of counterfactuals are equally useful.
Turner (1996) distinguishes in this respect be-
tween what he calls “lab rat” and “spotlight”
counterfactuals, respectively.

The first type of counterfactual, illustrated by
Tsang and Ellsaesser’s (2011) theory of “contras-
tive explanation,” entails an effort to contrast a
given explanation of an actual scenario with a
reasonably different imagined explanation so
as to isolate some causal factors from others in
the actual situation of interest and to determine
precise causal relations. With this kind of coun-
terfactual, the theorist first of all attempts to
isolate important causal factors and then, akin
to a controlled lab experiment, manipulates
them while holding constant everything else
prior to the antecedent so that complexity and
ambiguity will not arise in attributing causal
relationships.

The second type, demonstrated by Alvesson
and Sandberg (2011) and referred to by Oswick
et al. (2011), involves highlighting and revealing

strongly held and arguably erroneous beliefs or
assumptions (in the actual or given scenario)
through a comparison with an alternative imag-
ined scenario. It starts with theorists simply ask-
ing, “What if we would think about the base
assumptions and default explanations differ-
ently?” Theorists subsequently construct alter-
native imagined scenarios, which may incorpo-
rate basic variables from a particular literature
or default theory, but through the insertion of a
different set of base assumptions or alternative
explanations, such scenarios would then sug-
gest alternative directions for research. The pri-
mary purpose, thus, is to spotlight base assump-
tions or ideas in the preexisting domain of a
given theory or literature, to stimulate reflectiv-
ity, and to see the potential (but only the poten-
tial) for changing conceptual frames (Turner,
1996). When constructing spotlight counterfactu-
als, there is little concern, in contrast to the lab
rat counterfactual, with clearly specifying ante-
cedents, consequents, and principles of causal
connection. The spotlight function simply re-
volves around the interestingness of the basic
supposition (Turner, 1996), a point reiterated by
Alvesson and Sandberg (2011). Turner (1996)
warns, however, that interestingness bears the
risk of being fooled by local perceptions of in-
terest, or ignorance.

By themselves, spotlight counterfactuals are
merely a potential starting point for reconsider-
ing theory and research in a particular domain,
and the question of whether an interesting
thought or reflection translates into progressive
theory with explanatory value is far from cer-
tain. In fact, to make this very transition, we
suggest that it may be preferable for theorists to
concentrate on lab rat counterfactuals (using
historical or causal modeling methodologies as
described, for instance, in Durand & Vaara
[2009]) or, alternatively, to use spotlight counter-
factuals alongside lab rat counterfactuals to
prevent reflection and imagination from run-
ning wild or, even worse, from turning out empty
and of little utility to organizational theory.
Combining the two types of counterfactuals may
lead to more useful thought experiments in
which causal connections between antecedents
and consequents are established and explana-
tions elaborated and deepened.

In conclusion, we extend the contributions in
the special issue by suggesting that, as theo-
rists, we should use the mechanisms of concep-
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tual blending to develop theories that have ex-
planatory power and are able to energize
coherent and sustainable programs of research.
Mere creativity or novelty amounts to little, un-
less the proposed blend and its inferences gen-
erate causally specific and plausible theories
and associated programs of research.
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