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Abstract 

Applied research is frequently characterised as the "practical" aspect of knowledge production, aimed at addressing genuine 
issues in authentic contexts. However, choices made in professional settings are never solely technical. They are influenced by 
power dynamics, institutional frameworks, resource disparities, and conflicts regarding legitimacy. This article presents a 
journal-level critical sociology analysis of the impact of applied research on professional decision-making within management, 
technology, and service sectors, including tourism. Employing the theoretical frameworks of Bourdieu’s forms of capital and 
field, world-systems theory, and institutional isomorphism, the paper contends that applied research serves as both a decision-
support instrument and a vehicle of symbolic authority. Applied research can enhance decision-making by diminishing 
uncertainty, reinforcing learning cycles, and elucidating trade-offs; however, it may also perpetuate inequality through the 
disproportionate allocation of resources, the prevalence of specific languages and metrics, and the compulsion to emulate 
globally recognised models. The article suggests a unified framework that connects epistemic practice, institutional incentives, 
and global structures to clarify when applied research yields superior professional outcomes and when it devolves into a mere 
compliance ritual. It ends with useful ways to make methodological rigour, ethical accountability, and knowledge translation 
better while still respecting the differences between contexts. 
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Introduction 

Why “Applied” Research Is Not Only About Application 

Many organisations present "applied research" as a simple 
answer to a problem that keeps coming up: academic work 
can seem far away from real-world problems, and 
professionals have to make quick decisions with little time 
and incomplete information. People often talk about this 
tension as a difference between theory and practice. Applied 
research usually promises to take information from journals 
and use it to make tools, models, dashboards, guidelines, 
policies, and programs that help people make better 
decisions.  
But this common way of looking at things hides a deeper 
truth. Decisions made in professional settings are influenced 
by social structures. What makes a decision "good" depends 
on your goals, incentives, values, and power dynamics. Who 
gets to say what the problem is, what evidence is valid, and 
what solutions can be put into action are all social questions. 
Applied research does not operate in a vacuum; it engages 
in a landscape of competition and collaboration, where 
participants possess varying resources and roles. 
This article, then, gives a more critical and theory-based 
account. It contends that applied research enhances 
decision-making not solely by generating data, but by 
transforming organisational definitions of legitimate 
knowledge and appropriate action. Applied research can 
help people make better decisions by teaching them and 
letting them evaluate their choices. However, it can also be 
a way for people to show their authority, protect their 
reputations, or copy "best practices" from other institutions 
without really fitting in with the local situation. 
To develop this argument, the article uses three sociological 
frameworks that help explain the social life of applied 
knowledge 

1. Bourdieu’s theory of fields and capital (economic, 

cultural, social, and symbolic capital): useful for 

understanding how evidence becomes authority and 

why some actors’ knowledge is treated as “more 

credible” than others. 

 

2. World-systems theory (core, semi-periphery, 

periphery): useful for explaining why knowledge 

circulates unevenly across the global system and why 

some research agendas are considered universal while 

others are marginalized. 

 

3. Institutional isomorphism (coercive, normative, 

mimetic pressures): useful for analyzing why 

organizations adopt similar research-driven practices 

(KPIs, audits, frameworks) sometimes for legitimacy 

rather than performance. 

 

The analysis remains practical and relevant to decision-

making in management, technology, and tourism, but it 

treats decision-making as a social process shaped by 

institutions and global inequality. 

 

What Applied Research Really Means 

1. Applied Research as a Mode of Knowledge 

Production 

Applied research is typically defined as systematic inquiry 

oriented toward solving practical problems. Unlike basic 

research, which aims to expand general understanding, 

applied research seeks outcomes that can be implemented. 

However, applied research is not only “basic research with a 

practical topic.” It is a different mode of knowledge 

production characterized by 
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▪ Contextual grounding (knowledge shaped by local 

conditions and constraints) 

▪ Stakeholder involvement (decision-makers often 

influence research questions) 

▪ Time sensitivity (results needed within operational or 

strategic cycles) 

▪ Action orientation (outputs are recommendations, 

prototypes, policies, or interventions) 

 

One important thing to remember is that applied research is 

a relationship, not just a method. It links academic logic 

(validity, rigour, peer review) with professional logic 

(timeliness, usefulness, and feasibility). This relationship is 

usually friendly, but it can also be tense. 

 

2. Beyond the “Linear Model” of Knowledge Transfer 

Many people think that knowledge moves in a straight line: 

first, theory is made, then it is used, and finally it is put into 

action. Applied research frequently operates in iterative 

cycles. Professionals identify an issue, researchers 

systematise it, evidence is collected, and the conclusions 

subsequently transform both theory and practice.  

This circular dynamic fits with the idea of learning 

organisations: organisations get better when they question 

their assumptions, think about the results, and change their 

routines. Applied research is a methodical approach to 

achieve this—when utilised with integrity. 

 

3. Decision-Making in Organizations: Rationality, 

Limits, and Social Structure 

3.1. Bounded Rationality and Real Decision Conditions 

Professional decision-making transpires within the confines 

of bounded rationality. People who make decisions usually 

don't have all the information they need, enough time, or 

stable situations. Instead, they deal with incomplete signals, 

inaccurate predictions, and changing needs from 

stakeholders. Most of the time, decisions are "good 

enough," not the best.  

Applied research makes information better and options 

clearer. But this is only a small part of the whole picture. 

 

3.2. Decisions as Social Negotiations 

Many professional decisions are negotiated. A decision is 

not only a choice among options; it is also a negotiation 

over 

▪ What the problem is (problem framing) 

▪ Which outcomes matter (value priorities) 

▪ Which metrics count (evaluation systems) 

▪ Who is accountable (responsibility allocation) 

 

Applied research influences these negotiations by offering 

evidence that can support certain frames and weaken others. 

This means applied research is never neutral in its effects. It 

can empower some actors and marginalize others. 

 

Bourdieu: Applied Research as Capital and Power in 

Professional Fields 

1. Fields, Positions, and the Struggle for Legitimate 

Knowledge 

Bourdieu says that society is made up of fields, which are 

structured areas of competition where people fight over 

resources and legitimacy. Management, technology, and 

tourism are examples of professional fields where 

businesses and professionals fight for clients, funding, 

talent, and recognition.  

Applied research often becomes a strategic resource in these 

areas. It shows that you are serious, capable, and up-to-date. 

It can help a group say, "We base our decisions on facts, not 

opinions." 

 

2. Forms of Capital in Applied Research 

Economic capital: Funding for research, data systems, 

consultants, and evaluation teams. 

Organizations with more resources can build research 

departments, run pilots, and buy analytics tools. 

 

Cultural capital: Skills, credentials, and technical literacy 

needed to interpret and produce research. 

Professionals trained in research methods have an advantage 

in shaping decisions. 

 

Social capital: Networks of experts, partnerships, and 

institutional relationships. 

Access to reputable collaborators often determines which 

research is recognized and adopted. 

 

Symbolic capital: Prestige and legitimacy, often appearing 

as credibility. 

 

A report can carry symbolic capital when it is associated 

with respected authors, methods, or institutions. 

Applied research improves decision-making partly because 

it increases cultural capital in organizations: it builds shared 

language, methods, and problem-solving capability. But it 

can also function as symbolic capital: a way to justify 

decisions already made or to strengthen authority without 

changing practice. 

 

3. Symbolic Power: When Research Becomes “Official 

Truth” 

Symbolic power is the ability to define what counts as 

reality in a field. In organizations, applied research can 

become a form of official truth that shapes budgets, 

promotions, and strategies. This can be positive when 

research genuinely improves decisions. But it becomes 

problematic when 

▪ Data is selectively used to support preferred outcomes 

▪ Metrics are treated as reality rather than imperfect 

indicators 

▪ “Evidence-based” becomes a slogan rather than a 

practice 

 

A critical approach therefore asks: evidence for whom, used 

by whom, and with what consequences? 

 

World-Systems Theory: Global Inequality in Applied 

Knowledge 

1. Knowledge Flows in a Core–Periphery System 

World-systems theory highlights how the global system is 

structured by unequal exchange between core and periphery. 

This structure does not only apply to trade and labor; it also 

applies to knowledge. 

In many sectors, “best practices” and influential research 

agendas often originate in core contexts and then travel 

outward. This can lead to policy transfer and management 

imitation that does not fit local realities. 
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Applied research can counter this by producing context-

sensitive evidence in semi-peripheral and peripheral 

settings. But it can also reproduce dependency if local 

organizations only implement imported frameworks and 

treat local evidence as secondary. 

 

2. Language, Metrics, and Global Legitimacy 

A major mechanism of global inequality is that legitimacy is 

often tied to dominant languages, formats, and metrics. 

Research that is well-aligned with globally dominant styles 

is more likely to be recognized. This shapes applied 

research in professional environments: organizations may 

prefer models that look globally legitimate even if they are 

locally inefficient. 

Applied research can improve decision-making when it 

resists this dynamic by prioritizing local context, 

stakeholder knowledge, and real outcomes rather than 

symbolic compliance. 

 

Institutional Isomorphism: Why Organizations Copy 

“Evidence-Based” Practices 

1. The Three Pressures Toward Similarity 

Institutional isomorphism explains why organizations 

become similar over time, often by adopting the same 

frameworks, audits, and management systems. 

▪ Coercive isomorphism: pressure from regulators, 

funders, or legal requirements (compliance, reporting, 

audits). 

 

▪ Normative isomorphism: professional standards and 

shared educational training (industry norms, 

certifications). 

 

▪ Mimetic isomorphism: imitation under uncertainty 

(copying what successful organizations do). 

 

Applied research becomes part of this landscape. 

Organizations adopt research units, KPIs, dashboards, and 

evaluation frameworks because these signal legitimacy. 

 

2. When Isomorphism Improves Decisions—and When 

It Does Not 

Isomorphism can help people make better choices when 

shared standards really show what they know (like safety 

rules in engineering or evidence rules in healthcare). But it 

can also lead to ceremonial adoption, where processes are 

put in place to make things look modern instead of actually 

solving problems.  

Applied research enhances decision-making when it is 

linked to practice, feedback, and results. It fails when it 

becomes a habit. 

 

Mechanisms: Exactly How Applied Research Enhances 

Decision Quality 

1. Better Problem Framing 

Many poor decisions begin with poor problem framing. 

Applied research improves framing by 

▪ Identifying root causes rather than symptoms 

▪ Mapping stakeholder perspectives 

▪ Clarifying system boundaries and constraints 

▪ Making assumptions explicit 

 

This is crucial in management and technology where 

problems are often multi-causal. 

2. Evidence for Trade-Offs and Risk 

Applied research improves decisions by quantifying trade-

offs 

▪ Cost vs. quality 

▪ Speed vs. reliability 

▪ Innovation vs. stability 

▪ Growth vs. sustainability 

 

It also improves risk governance by documenting 

uncertainty, testing scenarios, and identifying failure modes. 

 

3. Learning Loops and Adaptation 

Organizations improve when decisions generate learning. 

Applied research creates structured learning loops through 

▪ Pilot studies and prototypes 

▪ Monitoring and evaluation 

▪ After-action reviews 

▪ Iterative redesign 

 

This is especially valuable in fast-changing environments 

like digital transformation. 

 

4. Implementation Feasibility 

Good decisions are implementable decisions. Applied 

research improves feasibility by 

▪ Testing interventions in real settings 

▪ Identifying operational bottlenecks 

▪ Estimating resource requirements 

▪ Integrating frontline feedback 

 

Sector Illustrations: Management, Technology, and 

Tourism 

1. Management: Evidence-Based Strategy and 

Organizational Learning 

Applied research helps management make decisions by 

linking market data, the abilities of the organisation, and the 

realities of the employees. It makes governance better when 

it makes clear who is responsible, how well they are doing, 

and what ethical risks there are.  

A sociological perspective, however, also indicates that 

strategy is political. Evidence can be employed to validate 

specific agendas. A grown-up applied research culture has 

openness, peer challenge, and multiple metrics instead of 

just one number that is "truth." 

 

2. Technology: AI, Data, and Decision Governance 

Technology decisions now shape employment, privacy, 

inequality, and organizational control. Applied research 

helps by assessing 

▪ Adoption barriers and user behavior 

▪ Bias and fairness risks 

▪ Reliability under real conditions 

▪ Human–technology interaction 

 

From a critical perspective, technology research must ask: 

who benefits from automation, and who bears the risks? 

 

3. Tourism: Innovation, Sustainability, and Service 

Quality 

Tourism is highly sensitive to shocks, reputational signals, 

and changing consumer expectations. Applied research 

improves tourism decisions by analyzing 

▪ Traveler preferences and segmentation 

▪ Service quality drivers 
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▪ Environmental and community impacts 

▪ Digital platforms and destination branding 

 

Here institutional isomorphism is visible: destinations 

imitate global trends (smart tourism, sustainability labels). 

Applied research helps distinguish real sustainability from 

symbolic marketing. 

 

Ethical Dimensions: Evidence, Responsibility, and Social 

Impact 

Applied research influences decisions that affect people’s 

livelihoods, privacy, safety, and dignity. Ethical applied 

research includes 

▪ Informed stakeholder engagement 

▪ Transparent methods and limitations 

▪ Responsible use of indicators 

▪ Attention to unintended consequences 

 

In Bourdieu’s terms, ethical applied research challenges 

symbolic domination by making power visible and by 

giving voice to those most affected by decisions. 

 

Barriers to Effective Applied Research 

1. Methodological Weakness and Over-Confidence 

Applied research sometimes produces over-confident 

conclusions from weak designs. Common risks include 

▪ Small or biased samples 

▪ Confusing correlation with causation 

▪ Over-reliance on proxy metrics 

▪ Ignoring contextual factors 

 

The solution is not “more complexity,” but stronger 

transparency, triangulation, and cautious inference. 

 

2. Incentives and Performative Evidence 

Institutional pressures can turn applied research into 

performance. Organisations may collect data mainly to 

please funders or audits. When this happens, making 

decisions doesn't get any easier, and the paperwork grows. 

 

3. Communication Gaps 

When research is written in language that is hard to 

understand or comes too late, it doesn't help people make 

decisions. Applied research must adhere to decision 

timelines and convey information clearly while preserving 

nuance. 

 

A Practical Framework for Bridging Theory and 

Practice 

This article proposes an integrated framework where applied 

research improves decision-making when three conditions 

align 

1. Epistemic quality: credible methods, transparent 

limitations, and appropriate interpretation 

 

2. Institutional alignment: incentives that reward 

learning and impact, not only compliance 

 
3. Contextual justice: attention to power, inclusion, and 

local realities in problem framing and implementation 

 
Where one of these conditions is missing, applied research 

risks becoming symbolic rather than effective. 

Conclusion 

People often say that applied research is putting theory into 

practice. A critical sociology perspective reveals that it is a 

social process influenced by capital, institutions, and global 

inequalities. Applied research enhances professional 

decision-making by refining problem framing, elucidating 

trade-offs, facilitating implementation, and establishing 

feedback loops. If done poorly or mostly because of 

pressure to be legitimate, it can turn into a ritual that makes 

reports without changing anything.  

In fast-changing professional settings, the challenge is not 

just to "use research," but to create a culture where research 

is methodologically sound, socially aware, ethically 

responsible, and truly connected to practice. Bridging theory 

and practice is not solely a technical accomplishment; it 

constitutes an institutional and ethical endeavour. 
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