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ABSTRACT
We argue in this chapter that training doctoral candidates in problem-focused managerial research can foster EBMgt by producing knowledge relevant to managers’ needs, while simultaneously producing new theory and developing skills of synthesis.  Evidence-based management can be viewed as an attempt to bridge substantial gaps between the academy and managerial practice. Research and educational efforts to bridge these gaps must recognize challenges that involve both managers’ needs for knowledge and the academy’s generation of knowledge.  Understanding managers’ needs requires information on both the problems of practice that they face and their dispositions toward research-based knowledge.  Generation by the academy of rigorously-produced, practice-relevant knowledge must then be gauged against those managerial problems and dispositions.  This chapter explores knowledge needs and knowledge generation by examining the experiences of high-level managers pursuing a research-intensive, practice-oriented doctoral program.  We ask: What do their experiences in doctoral education reveal about the use of research-based evidence by senior managers?  The problems of practice and research questions pursued by these doctoral candidates point to important features of managers’ knowledge needs, providing guidance for knowledge generation in the academy.  The outcomes of their inquiries, in turn, reveal important insights about the quality and contribution of practice-focused research.   These insights can be applied to traditional doctoral students and management researchers.  Evolved methods of educating practitioner-scholar doctoral candidates point to challenges for EBMgt but also to promising prospects for engaging senior managers and masters-level management students in the use of research-based evidence.

INTRODUCTION
This chapter takes a broad perspective on EBMgt by considering that its essence is the application by managers of evidence produced by empirical research.  The evidence is often contained in tested concepts and theories.  If managerial application is to occur on a meaningful scale, managers must find the evidence and theories to be not only relevant and accessible, but also respectable.  Too often, managers and practitioners remain skeptical about theoretical contributions to a particular problem, fearing that a discussion of theory supplants practical, demonstrably usable suggestions in a world too fast-paced for debate.  The push to “do” trumps the mandate to “consider.”  Issues of relevance have been recognized and seriously addressed in scholarly literature (c.f., Schon, 1995; Huff, 2000; Van de Ven, 2007).  However, issues of skepticism about, and some disrespect for, empirical research and for the scholars who produce it are less recognized, and even less explored.  Unexpectedly, these issues were revealed to be problematic by experiences of the senior managers in a research-intensive, practice-oriented doctoral program in which the authors participated.
Over the past fifteen years a number of alternative doctoral programs have been established in management.  These programs attempt to produce doctoral graduates whose scholarship jointly maximizes relevance and rigor.  They are designed to produce expert managers who apply scholarly skills in their practice, as well as managerially-experienced educators to teach in schools of management.  The graduates of these programs constitute a community of practitioner-scholars, as evidenced by the Executive Doctoral Consortia held for a number of years by the Organization Development and Change Division of the Academy of Management (Spreitzer & Shwartz, 2004).  

The community of practitioner-scholars can bridge between academics and practitioners in a variety of ways necessary to the spread of EBMgt, by affecting both the respect for and the generation of research-based evidence.  Through these scholars’ continued engagement in managerial practice, they model to other managers the application of research-based knowledge.  And, in their teaching and consulting endeavors, they make more credible arguments to management students and clients about the efficacy of EBMgt than can traditionally-trained counterparts who lack comparable experience in practice. Finally, in their interactions with scholars in the quest for their doctoral credentials, they model a different approach to articulating and solving problems of practice, bringing theory to bear on these problems rather than using these problems as anecdotal evidence to support inquiries of theory.  This shift requires the academy to use new and different muscles as well; by engaging all sides into the “debate,” we believe that more practical, relevant and rigorous outcomes will ensue.
METHODS
In this chapter we draw primarily on our experiences, as faculty and student, in training doctoral candidates to produce empirical research that combines high rigor with high relevance.  The specific program with which the authors are associated is the Doctor of Management Program at the Weatherhead School of Management, Case Western Reserve University.  Over a period of fifteen years the program has undergone continual evolution, recognizing a variety of difficulties in educating practitioner-scholars and making corresponding curricula and pedagogical revisions.  The program documents its success in producing rigorous research by the high acceptance rates of its students’ research at the Academy of Management (AOM)’s annual conferences and by the receipt of multiple AOM best paper awards.  Accordingly, we claim that lessons learned in the preparation of this program’s doctoral students can also be applied in more traditional doctoral programs, with improvement rather than sacrifice in the quality of graduates’ research skills. 
We discuss particular experiences with doctoral education that reflect on the prospects for EBMgt.  The candidates in the focal program were senior managers, the most important targets for EBMgt.  By examining their perspectives toward and use of empirical research, we propose, in an exploratory fashion, challenges that EBMgt faces in reaching senior managers.  And, we present pedagogy for training doctoral candidates, whether alternative or traditional, to produce research-based evidence that has high relevance to senior managers.  We also draw on more limited experiences with educating MBA students in the use of empirical research.


This chapter presents a listing of problems of practice that the recent graduates in our doctoral program pursued in their research. Examples from the list illustrate our discussion.  Analysis of these examples identifies characteristics of problems of practice that help define the nature of senior managers’ needs for knowledge.  The listing and its analysis also help define the connection between these knowledge needs and the supply of existing research-based knowledge that candidates found to be useful and that should be produced by the academy if EBMgt is to succeed. 

RELEVANCE:  UNDERSTANDING MANAGERS’ NEEDS FOR KNOWLEDGE

Differentiating itself from discipline-based research that centers on theory development and testing, practice-relevant research focuses on problems experienced by managers – problems of practice.  The goal of such research, and of evidence-based management, is to produce knowledge that is used by managers to address their problems, rather than knowledge that academics deem to be usable by managers but that few managers actually use.  

By conducting a systematic inquiry into problems of practice rather than problems of theory, one avoids framing a challenge and its associated phenomena in the conceptual reality of the researcher rather than the experienced reality of the manager.  Highly lauded scholars have learned the value of this approach.  Michael Piore framed a problem and survey in conjunction with John Dunlop, one of the most renowned labor economist in the U.S. and a former Secretary of Labor.  Yet Piore (1979) reported that his respondents steered him away from this expert framing as disconnected from their realities.  Similarly, Sutton and Rafaeli’s (1988) exemplary research turned to participant observation and semi-structured interviewing in order to comprehend their subjects’ realities, when their theory-driven research produced unexpected and unexplainable results (Frost & Stablein, 1992).


Managers are not dependent on research produced in the academy.  Rather, managers are generators of their own practical knowledge (Salipante & Aram, 2003), in a manner consistent with Dewey’s (1929) work on pragmatism.  Gibbons and associates (1994) differentiate two modes of knowledge production, with Mode 1 being the traditional academic model.  Mode 2 knowledge generation occurs more naturalistically among people in practice, starting and ending with a relatively short-term problem.  Knowledge to solve the problem is generated by drawing together, often across the boundaries of organizations and occupations, the specialized expertise of a variety of individuals.  The criterion for successful knowledge generation is a practical solution to the problem, in the form of a process, product or service.  Due to that criterion, participants in the knowledge generation are socially accountable for their efforts in the short term, in a manner that academics are not.  Once the problem is solved, it is rarely codified and there is little attention to generalizing the practical knowledge beyond the particular situation in which it was generated.  The knowledge is typically not spread through publication but rather through individuals moving from one project or employment context to another.

[To be added here:  Discussion of Ron Ford’s EDM research on the marketplace for managerial knowledge – reasons for “pop” knowledge being in demand by managers.]

Those concerned with the limited application of Mode 1 produced knowledge by practitioners have proposed that the academy meld some elements of Mode 2 knowledge production into its research efforts.  Most specifically, Ann Huff (2000) proposed a Mode 1.5 synthesis.  This synthesis is more demanding than Modes 1 and 2, requiring the meeting of additional criteria beyond that of either mode alone.  Mode 1.5 requires that participants in the knowledge production process engage with people in practice and address their issues, while continuing to strive for abstraction and generality.  Such a synthesized mode of knowledge generation requires its own epistemology, one that strives for both particularized and generalized knowledge (Aram & Salipante, 2004).  A major step in that direction is provided by Andrew Van de Ven’s Engaged Scholarship (2007), which specifies in detail one set of methods for the production of applied management research.  Included in those methods is a grounding of the research in the problems and experiences of those in practice.


Our suggestion builds upon but expands Huff’s (2000) idea considerably.  Rather than melding the nature of the knowledge production in which practitioners and scholars engage to create a hybrid, we assert that new forms of scholarly inquiry be considered.  Although rich scholarly traditions have been built upon exploring problems of theory, only inquiries into problems of practice (with their amorphous, transdisciplinary and sometimes baffling dimensions) will yield evidence-based solutions that match practitioners’ needs.  This form of engagement with the research, consistent with Van de Ven’s (2007) perspectives, will ultimately create a more ambidextrous set of managers, equally at home with intuition and evidence, and with integrating the two.  Shifting the nature of the inquiry from problems of theory to problems of practice represents a powerful tool to bridge the divide between scholars and practitioner consumers of knowledge, a divide whose breadth is unnecessary and ultimately damaging to both constituencies.

Fieldwork Inquiries into Managers’ Problems of Practice
In the Doctor of Management program, training a doctoral candidate to produce practice-relevant knowledge starts with an empirical investigation into the nature of the managerial problem that the candidate is pursuing.  Students are trained in ethnographic methods, specifically methods of phenomenological interviewing (Spradley, 1979; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) and naturalistic data analysis (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995; Glaser & Strauss, 1999).  In the initial stage of their research, undertaken in the first months of doctoral study, they apply these methods in small sample studies of managers who are living the researcher’s focal problems, inserting the budding practitioner-scholars immediately into the field to discern how other managers are framing and experiencing the problem.  In parallel, the nascent researcher received in-depth instruction in information literacy, enabling search for a range of relevant scholarly literatures to inform and conceptualize the problem (while never losing sight of its changing parameters).  At the end of this initial phase, each doctoral candidate completes an in depth concept paper, framing the problem and synthesizing relevant theories into a conceptual model.  

We found that students’ systematic qualitative inquiry yielded insights into the nature of the problems and their challenges that these senior manager practitioner-scholars failed to see when they were operating in their everyday managerial mode.   Accordingly, the second phase of the Doctor of Management program requires in-depth qualitative research into the chosen problem of practice.  Consistent with studies that find organizational members lack an ability to specify key features of their organizational culture (c.f., Capelli & Crocker-Hefter), it can be difficult for managers to objectively identify and analyze key features of problems in which they are immersed.  Stepping back to qualitatively observe a phenomenon provides insights that tend to be taken for granted during business as usual.  As an aside, it is important to note that we do not assume that a failure to appreciate the key features of a particular problem represents the only obstacle to evidence-based problem solving “in the trenches.”  Pace of activity, organizational culture and a social pressure for rapid action are all factors in shaping a manager’s approach to a particular problem.  

Based on the evolution of doctoral education in our program, we argue that ethnographic and grounded theory research methods enable candidates to better understand the lived worlds of managers.  There are good reasons why phenomenological interviews with expert practitioners in a field inevitably led candidates to revise the framing of their problems of practice, even when they had substantial direct experience in that field.  Ethnographic interviewing differs from structured interviewing, since it does not ask for respondents’ views and analyses.  Rather, it collects subjects’ descriptions of events and social interactions connected to the problem.  When analyzed by the researcher, these descriptions provide insights into the nature of the experienced problem. We learned the value of these expert practitioner interviews more by accident than by plan. Initially, faculty simply suggested to students that they engage in one or two interviews with managers experiencing the focal problem of practice.  The students reported that these interviews were of high value and went on to pursue additional interviews on their own.  

In addition to helping identify the evidence needs of managers, ethnographic interviews may offer an additional possibility for fostering EBMgt.  When managers describe their experiences in ethnographic interviews, they have an opportunity to ponder their own “evidence”.  Students reported that, often, their managerial interviewees thanked them for the interviews, saying that the interviews provided a time and method for valuable reflection and insight.  Many requested further information about the fruits of the students’ research, eager to learn new insights and new practices to further shape their own practices.  Such comments indicate that the ethnographic interview based upon a problem of practice can be, in and of itself, a valuable tool for opening managers to the consideration of evidence and knowledge produced in the academy.

Finally, the findings of the qualitative phase of our doctoral candidates’ work led to a quantitative phase, in which some aspect of their earlier findings were explored using established quantitative methodologies.  A major challenge in this phase was avoiding reduction of the research questions that disconnected them from the complexities of their problems of practice.  We found that methods of Structural Equation Modeling enabled sufficient conceptual complexity to match the complexity of the problem of practice.

PROBLEM-FOCUSED INQUIRY AS A SYNTHETIC SCIENCE:

IDENTIFYING AND INTEGRATING RELEVANT EVIDENCE AND THEORIES

Since its inception our doctoral program has been based on a premise that has been repeatedly confirmed:

Rarely, if ever, does a single body of evidence or theory sufficiently inform a problem of practice.

Accordingly, each candidate is guided by several advisors to search for empirical evidence and theories that lend insight into phenomena associated with the candidate’s problem of practice.  Often, relevant bodies of literature are located in different disciplines, requiring access to advisors from a variety of disciplinary backgrounds.  In this regard, problem-focused inquiry diverges sharply from theory-based inquiry that observes disciplinary bounds, and even from research that is inter-disciplinary in a limited fashion.  An active process of search is necessary in order to identify scholarly literatures that offer promise for the problem.  This process is, inevitably, inefficient, in that false starts are common.  The process is also conceptually demanding, since the candidate must integrate a range of evidence and concepts from different scholarly literatures.  

The need to integrate knowledge is, we have argued, a characteristic of practice-relevant research (Salipante & Aram, 2003).  It represents both a critique of and a significant challenge to EBMgt, since management research and education has typically been segmented by academic disciplines (e.g., applied psychology) and management functions (e.g., accountancy).  Integration of multiple bodies of research-based knowledge does not fit neatly into either normal or revolutionary science (Kuhn, 1962).  Rather, it is a synthetic science that requires substantial creativity (Gardner, 1988) in order to select and integrate disparate concepts and evidence.  It is demanding of nascent scholars and, for that matter, traditionally trained academics.  A major challenge experienced in our doctoral program was conceptual reductionism. The skill of conceptual integration across disparate bodies of literature is not formally analyzed in academic life.  It seems that few faculty members are expert in this skill, since the scholarship of integration (Boyer, 1990) has been slow to gain acceptance among academics (Dauphinee & Martin, 2000), despite calls and incentives for more interdisciplinary studies.  Consequently, faculty advisors, proceeding from their disciplinary training and theoretical commitments, often pushed their advisees to narrow their inquiry to one theoretical base.  

We would like to claim that skills of integration are taught formally in our doctoral program, but they are not.  Rather, candidates are pushed to identify, explore, select and synthesize evidence and concepts from a range of literatures.  Also, particular methods of inquiry are used – including grounded theory development and structural equation modeling – that permit candidates to draw diverse methods and concepts into their problem-focused models.  In pushing our candidates, we not only encourage them to bridge the divide across disciplines to develop effective evidence-based insights to address their problems of practice, we also encourage our own faculty to think more broadly about their own fields and experiences, enriching their experiences and creating yet another “hybrid” group of scholars with a focus on practical relevance.

In quantitative research, transporting findings from one setting to another raises doubts about external validity, calling for field research to test the application.  In problem-focused inquiry, however, findings and concepts from other contexts are seen as potentially informative.  From an interpretive research perspective, the issue is whether a particular concept developed in one context can be transported to another to aid in thickly describing phenomena in one’s focal context:

Theoretical ideas are not created wholly anew in each study; … they are adopted from other, related studies, and, refined in the process, applied to new interpretive problems. If they cease being useful with respect to such problems, they tend to stop being used and are more or less abandoned. If they continue being useful, throwing up new understandings, they are further elaborated and go on being used.  (Geertz, 2003, p. 192.)
For problem-focused research, finding several concepts that can be usefully transported to the focal managerial context is a way of responding to the complexity of the problem of practice.  Drawing from anthropology, we have described this transporting process in terms parallel to those of emic and etic knowledge.  Theory that is developed in a particular context and that reflects members’ understandings can be understood as experience-near (Geertz, 1974) to a particular field of practice.   In our program we extend this concept to the development by scholars of theory specific to a given context, terming it concept-near.  An example is agency theory in the field of corporate governance.  In contrast, concept-far refers to theory that has been developed in other contexts.  Often, concepts-far are at a higher level of abstraction and have potential application in a wide range of managerial situations.  Examples include complexity theory, institutional theory and theories of collective action.  

As Geertz suggests in the quotation above, attempts to transport concepts and findings from such concept-far literatures are valuable for theory development.  They provide a test of the theories’ utility in particular managerial contexts, and they provide an opportunity to refine the theories.  In this fashion, problem-focused inquiry can make two contributions that support the generation and application of evidence-based knowledge: 

1. Problem-focused inquiry can further the development of theories, and 

2. Problem-focused inquiry can identify broader bodies of evidence that senior managers would find useful in addressing their problems.  

For instance, our faculty found that theories of collective action were invaluable in informing many students’ research.  As a result, it plays an essential role in the course curriculum of the program. 

THE REVEALED NATURE OF SENIOR MANAGERS’ PROBLEMS OF PRACTICE
Building on initial fieldwork inquiry into their problems of practice, and drawing on their syntheses of selected conceptual resources, doctoral candidates can state in a refined way the problems of practice and research questions that guide their subsequent research.  The research questions typically contain several elements:  the problem of practice, terms that point to promising concepts, and the specific context in which the problem resides and will be studied.

When analyzed, the problems of practice and research questions developed in our practice-oriented, research-intensive doctoral program provide a guide to senior managers’ knowledge needs.  By understanding certain characteristics of their problems of practice, we can derive implications for generating knowledge that will meet the managers’ knowledge needs.  Here, we offer one preliminary and exploratory analysis.  Table 1 presents the problems of practice and research questions abstracted from the research projects of fourteen recent graduates of Weatherhead’s Doctor of Management Program.  With respect to each graduate, Table 1 sets forth:

· Demographic information to help define the context of the inquiry

· The initial problem of practice, as framed in the context of a conceptual paper researched and written in the initial year of the program

· The findings of that student’s qualitative and quantitative research as it relates to the initial problem, including a reshaping of the problem based on findings of the work

· A statement of scholarly identity – a self-proclaimed area of expertise that each graduate expressed upon conclusion of his or her work and that reflects the nature of their own practitioner-scholar journey.

While it would seem unnecessary, experience has demonstrated to us that it is important to emphasize to students that a good statement of a problem of practice should clearly indicate the puzzling or challenging aspect that has hindered effective outcomes.  For instance, one of our sample students technology investment decisions in medicine, phrasing his problem of practice, “How do surgeons make decisions to adopt or reject clinical technologies?”  While at first blush this may seem like a conceptual inquiry, for practitioners developing and disseminating new innovative medical technologies, this decision making process on the part of users is a critical puzzle to be unraveled.  While there may be a myriad of directions in which the research might proceed, effectively pinpointing the challenging aspects of the problem is a way to identify the particular types of research-based knowledge that managers need.

Analyzing the listed problems of practice leads us to several tentative, but interesting, interpretations.  First, the time horizon of these questions is, in contrast to Gibbons (1994) definition of Mode 2 inquiry, quite long.  Second, they are complex, tending to operate at multiple structural and theoretical levels.  And third, they vary broadly in scope, raising interesting insights about the generalized nature of their outcomes. The following section explores the empirical support for each of these interpretations in more detail.

Long Time Horizon  

The problems of practice represented in Table 1 are persistent and vexing.  They reflect the knowledge needs of senior level managers concerned with guiding their organizations in a strategic fashion, rather than smaller, short-range problems faced in day-to-day managerial life.  As a result, they are problems of practice framed in the context of long time horizons, or represent problems that might even be viewed as time-neutral.  For example, Student C chose to explore the role of governance and leadership in inter-organizational collaborations, seeking to better understand how to make these collaborations more effective over time.  Student F sought to understand how for-profit executives fare when migrating into leadership positions in the non-profit world, seeking insights on how to create more effective transitions from the for-profit to the nonprofit sector.  Student L chose to look deeply at how companies might repair trust at times when loyalty and customer confidence have been severely damaged by company-specific or industry-specific actions.  

In each of these cases, the context in which these question arise is timely and very current.  Experience with these challenges in the intuitive world of practitioners seems to provide only unsatisfactory answers to these broad questions.  For example, expanded numbers of nonprofits across the globe are increasingly competing for a narrowing set of financial resources, and the imperative to collaborate is significant.  Student B’s work then, is highly relevant, and effective solutions may not easily be found in business-as-usual processes.  And the nonprofit sector overall faces a significant leadership crisis as scores of its senior leaders retire and the sector clamors to fill management positions in times of financial and strategic stress.  Student F’s work, then, addresses a significant and likely ongoing challenge for nonprofits seeking effective leaders, and for those prospective leaders seeking to understand whether their skills and capabilities lend themselves to a non-profit leadership role.  Finally, during times of severe financial stress, the luster of revered companies has been tarnished, and Student L’s attempt to articulate a process for rebuilding trust and loyalty is critical.  

In each of the three cases, the practical solutions in the field fell short of the mark and, consequently, problems have persisted over the long-term.  By exploring evidence-based research, these managers have encountered new avenues for thinking about these critical and persistent challenges.  The combination of the timely nature of the context of the challenge, together with the broad, nearly time-neutral nature of the inquiry, suggests that EBMgt may be well positioned to tackle the “wicked” problems (Rittel & Webber, 1973) of managerial and organizational life.


In addition, these problems of practice suggest perhaps a different Mode 1.5 than the mode suggested by Huff (2000), one in which the nature of the problems that practitioners face are not satisfactorily answered in the practitioner literature, do not lend themselves to a “silver bullet” response, or are not answered by a single body of research-based evidence.  In these cases, a broader net is cast in terms of phrasing the inquiry; this wider inquiry serves to bridge two important traditions: practice and scholarship.  Evidence-based knowledge, we suggest, may serve to fill a gap that intuitive practice-generated insight has been unable to fill.

There may be even simpler reasons for practitioner-scholars’ problems of practice having long time horizons: that the time commitment involved in engaged scholarship precludes the consideration of smaller, more episodic challenges, or that problem-focused research seems to lend itself to the challenges facing senior managers.  These managers oversee multiple challenges in guiding the strategic, operational and functional direction of a particular enterprise.  At this juncture, we observe that the broad and timeless nature of the questions asked by practitioner scholars suggests that its value may be most evident to senior managers, since they are looking more holistically and strategically at an organization’s challenges.  Although this seems on its face to suggest that EBMgt may not as effectively inform smaller, shorter-term challenges that occur at lower organizational levels, increased senior management support for this type of inquiry (together with more widespread training of managers to engage in empirical research) may lead to a higher likelihood of adoption of EBMgt at lower organizational levels in the future.
Structural and Theoretical Complexity
Nearly all of the enumerated problems of practice illustrated in Table 1 represent complex problems that can be explored on multiple levels – both structurally and theoretically. Student F’s work with crossover CEOs (as described above) has application and potential contribution at the sectoral level (for nonprofit sector leaders concerned about mission dilution), the organizational level (for organizations seeking effective leaders), the personal level (for current and future nonprofit leaders), and at the team level (for Boards and search committees seeking to better understand the process to select and develop effective leaders).  Student F pulled on several theories in analyzing her subject, from upper-echelon theory to behavioral complexity, marrying and borrowing to create a platform to address the issues unique to her inquiry.

Student M’s work similarly provides structural complexity, while drawing on multiple theoretical sources.  Seeking to understand how to drive employee volunteerism, Student M’s question differs from the others as he sought solutions in the academic literature that might help to frame the problem.  Pulling on four different academic theories, he created a frame of reference for potential volunteers, for corporations seeking to encourage volunteerism and for nonprofits looking to corporations to help them recruit human resources to assist in their causes. 

Finally, also marrying structural as well as theoretical complexity, Student K’s research sought to understand the role of leadership and organizational learning in driving effective innovative outcomes.  Her initial problem of practice sought to understand how leaders use conversation to drive learning and innovative co-creation of solutions to organizational challenges.  As her work proceeded, she examined her findings at an organizational level, asking whether certain types of balanced leadership led to more effective innovation and ultimately to better company-level financial performance.  In each of these cases, the theories and sources that formed the foundation of her work shifted with the nature of the unit of analysis.  The findings were highly consistent across both structures – individuals assessing their teams and their own behaviors and individuals assessing their organizations – but the sources and methods differed.  The former drew on adult learning theories, discourse analysis, motivation and absorptive capacity, while the latter applied multi-factor leadership theory and ambidextrous innovation theories.  In fact, while the two sections of Student K’s work provided a consistent set of insights about leadership and innovation in organizational settings, her qualitative work was accepted for presentation at the Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management under the aegis of the Managerial and Organizational Cognition Division, while her quantitative work was accepted for presentation the following year in the Technology and Innovation Management Division of the same body.  Her multi-faceted problem of practice led to application of multiple theories from difference academic fields, and to contributions to those fields’ theories.

Variations in Scope
Just as there are multiple levels indicated by some problems of practice, problems differ in terms of their scope.  Some apply to single industries, others to multiple, some to single societies and others to a range of geographical or cultural settings.  These differences carry implications for the generalizability of the knowledge needed, raising issues of external validity (for quantitative evidence) and concept transportability (for qualitative evidence).


Student A’s work is very specific to Nigerian pulp and paper companies as he sought to understand the drivers of adoption of eco-innovation.  Finding a strong link between the adoption of cleaner technologies and higher firm performance, Student A used his research to make a case for a particular course of action for these companies.  Might this apply more broadly in other developing countries or in other industries?  Perhaps his findings may be generalized, but the research scope was quite limited to the felt need of a particular and highly localized challenge.  

Student J, by contrast, sought to understand the drivers of performance in academic medical centers, seeking to understand the role of organizational sensemaking among the sponsors, designers and implementers of change.  While his work was highly specific to academic medical centers, and looked quite specifically at the role of doctors and other important stakeholders, his insights on the role of the team in implementing change has important applicability to a broader set of complex organizations.

The Evolving Nature of Senior Managers’ Problems of Practice


Another very important insight emerges from a detailed analysis of the Problems of Practice enumerated in Table 1.  Although practitioners have a very solid foundation in the complex problems they seek to understand and to elucidate for others, these problems evolve as practical realities and theory interact.  As Student L reflected:

I came in wanting to help a company become more beloved, developing loyalty through an emotional connection with stakeholders.  But this seemed to be too big a problem.  I realized that any emotional connection, or even transactional loyalty starts with trust.  Trust became my focus while the economy was tanking and trust was being violated all over (leaders, bankers, priests).  This led me to ask, how can we repair trust when it’s broken?

Student L’s experience was such that the problem she sought to study was evolving in practice as she was looking to shape its parameters.  Further evidence of the timely nature of the problems, the shifting external forces necessitated a flexibility that might not have occurred had she originated her work in a problem of theory.

Student N had a similar experience:  “I came in to study enterprise integration assuming that the answer would be technological.  But the literature took me down a social processes path.”  And Student J agreed: “I started thinking about the technology of change (like Six Sigma and other similar processes) only to discover that it’s less about that than about how incompletely we have studied teams.  Sensemaking came out of my concept paper process.”  With a theory and a new perspective to shape his thinking, Student J observed that he had started quite narrow in his focus, switched paradigms, widened his scope, shifted and ultimately found a very different set of insights than he expected to find.  Both Student N and Student J developed critical insights that they might not have developed had they not begun a deep literature search; the academic literature held insights that not only surprised them but helped them to shape fundamentally better questions.

Finally, Student I started with a broader problem of practice as he sought to better understand the financial impact of microfinance in emerging economies.  Over time, his focus narrowed considerably as he looked at the effect of micro-credit on poverty in a single African country, using an established database to provide a wealth of information.  

In every case set forth in Table 1, however, the doctoral students are seeking insights that extend beyond their own felt challenges – even the most narrow questions resulted in broadly stated descriptions of scholarly identity.  Clearly, they all seem to possess a desire to bring new tools to their multi-level, complex problems and perceive their own journeys as “proof” that research-based evidence provides important insights to significant persistent problems, whether specific or broad in their initial expression.  The breadth of their stated identity statements reflects the conceptual bases of their research, mitigating concern that engaging in problem-focused research would lead academics away from theory.  We suggest again that EBMgt provides an important avenue to fill a felt need currently unmet in practice, and as more practitioners are trained in its use and more academics adopt a problem-focused approach, EBMgt’s value to practitioners will be recognized and proliferate

SKEPTICISM AND DISRESPECT OF RESEARCH-BASED EVIDENCE

Our educational efforts to provide the instruction necessary to properly study managers’ problems of practice have revealed a number of unanticipated difficulties that bear on the success of EBMgt.  Chief among these are sentiments of skepticism and even, at times, disrespect for research and academic experts among some senior managers.  These barriers have both a weak form and a strong form.  The weak form involves a bias away from empirical research and its tendency toward descriptive analysis of small slivers of a particular theory and toward the prescriptive writings of well-known management gurus.  The strong form is manifested by a more active disrespect for doctorally-trained academics who are seen as possessing slowly derived theory-driven knowledge that is out of touch with practical realities. 

Skepticism and Lack of Scholarly Skills

Doctoral candidates can be expected to be well-read and to have an appreciation for scholarly thought.  Indeed, we have found that participants in our alternative doctoral program were active consumers of new thinking before entry into our program.  They sought to stay abreast of knowledge in the management field by reading journals such as The Economist and books by popular management authors.  In this regard, they likely distinguished themselves from their managerial colleagues, betraying their interest in advanced graduate education and willingness to commit significant time to learning the craft of empirical research.  Once in their doctoral studies, they were encouraged by their instructors to locate and read academic literature relevant to their individually chosen problem of practice.  Depending on their specific educational and professional backgrounds, some were able to locate and master empirical work from respected academic journals, while others experienced great difficulty in doing so.  Some individuals in the latter group searched for writings by management gurus known to them.  These writings were not empirical research reports but, rather, prescriptions based on the scholar’s accumulated work and wisdom.  When one student was encouraged to search for the empirical research that a particular scholar had produced and that underlay the scholar’s claims, the candidate reported that he could not locate such work.


Another form of skepticism for empirical research related to some candidates’ lack of prior training in statistics and quantitative research methods.  In the first months of their doctoral studies, some students reported that they simply skipped over the methods and results sections of quantitative research articles, relying only on the introduction, literature review, discussion and implications sections.  By so doing, they were expressing their discomfort with the most uniquely scholarly sections of quantitative empirical research, the sections requiring the most critical reading for assessing the rigor of the work.  Borne at times of discomfort with the methodology, and at other times with a skepticism for the level of detail, these omissions spoke to the relevance of the research to these managers.  But, as one student reflected upon completing the program, “I now realize the importance of being able to understand all of the analysis myself and being able to access knowledge that I didn’t use to understand.”


Additionally, some candidates suffered from a lack of prior experience in synthesizing qualitative findings to develop meaningful, thoughtful observations.  The ability to inquire, analyze, synthesize and report in clear, well articulated prose has often given way to the bullet-point presentation styles of PowerPoint and other well-used management tools.  For many, these underused skills created obstacles in writing, as well as critically reading, important texts whose insights would contribute to the shape and outcomes of their research.  In fact, several candidates dropped out when faced with the critical reading and writing burdens of the program. 

As noted in the prior section on synthesis and integration, problem-focused research demands that its pursuers develop the skill of moving across levels of abstraction, extrapolating from the particular to the general, and back again. Many of our doctoral candidates initially experienced difficulty in finding research relevant to their problem of practice.  Their difficulty stemmed from a lack of research in the specific setting of interest to the student – many students sought answers in areas not previously empirically explored in their field.  For example, Student F’s work on CEOs crossing over to the nonprofit sector was a first in its field, and her research necessitated significant extrapolation from other areas of leadership research.  Eventually, with assistance from their instructors and reference librarians, the candidates discovered that concepts and research from other settings could be applied to their focal settings and problems of practice.  Eventually, they learned that their problems of practice needed to be restated at higher levels of abstraction, in order to identify and apply research-based knowledge.  Managers searching for research-based guidance will likely experience similar difficulty, and will benefit from specific research training not currently contained in the tool-set of the typical manager.


Past educational history may account for significant differences in how practitioner-scholar doctoral candidates approach research-based literature.  Those with backgrounds in engineering have less difficulty in coping with the methods and results sections of quantitative research.  And, students whose educational backgrounds included regular use of empirical scholarly literature, even in fields far removed from management, such as law, seemed more at ease with empirical management research.

Is skepticism about research-based evidence common among managers?  Students in their first few months of our doctoral program can be considered to be a sample of senior managers biased toward scholarly knowledge.  The revealed preferences of some of these students – favoring popular management literature and avoiding empirical research – suggests that a broader cross-section of senior managers would not be willing or able to access research-based literature directly.  We consider antidotes to this skepticism below.
Active Disrespect 
Most graduates of Weatherhead’s Doctor of Management Program remain in managerial practice during and after their doctoral studies.  In surveys of graduates, a small but significant number reported that they had encountered active disrespect for their doctorates among some clients.  The disrespect was sufficiently strong and frequent that the graduates had learned that, in certain situations, they should not disclose possession of a doctorate. 

A less severe form of disrespect is reflected by the experiences of other of our doctoral candidates and graduates.  They experienced a misfit of their positions with their newly-acquired scholarly skills.  Some were told by their peers that they had changed, and not necessarily for the better.  These candidates frequently sought new positions where they could express their scholarly skills.  In contrast, other graduates successfully continued in their current organizations, applying their research findings and scholarly skills in settings – e.g., medical centers – where advanced education and rigorous empirical analyses are valued.

One doctoral candidate performed research on the use and disuse of research-based evidence in decision-making of bodies charged with policy formulation (Walker, 2009).  She found that such evidence was not sought nor used in any systematic fashion.  A common belief among her respondents was that research-based evidence is not definitive.  Rather, they saw it as marshaled by parties on both sides of an argument to support their particular positions.  That such a jaundiced perspective would exist among managers would be disheartening enough, but these findings provide even more cause for pessimism since the subjects of the research were themselves academics – specifically, educators from community colleges.  If educators disrespect empirical research as irrelevant to their own decision-making, should we be surprised that some other managers actively disrespect such research and the academics who produce it?

The claim, then, is not that active disrespect permeates all managerial settings.  Rather, the indication is that settings vary dramatically in their receptivity for research-based evidence.  And, some settings where receptivity would be expected, such as educational settings, are not always characterized by evidence-based decision-making.  Consequently, those training doctoral candidates, and proponents of EBMgt, should be realistic about the prospects for active consumption of practice-relevant research.  The implication is that EBMgt efforts should be targeted, and doctoral programs interested in promoting EDMgt might best orient themselves toward fields favoring the application of research-based knowledge.  Moreover, these alternative doctoral programs must be sensitive to helping their students bridge the practice-theory divide, and their faculty open to helping them translate their evidence-based insights into practitioner language that helps others to appreciate their impact.

OVERCOMING THE BARRIERS TO RESEARCH USE BY MANAGERS


By observing the journey of the Doctor of Management candidates, we posit several suggestions for overcoming the barriers to generating evidence-based research with relevance and utility to managers.  While simply training a cohort of practitioner-scholars goes some distance toward demonstrating the value at the intersection of practice and the academy, sensitivity to the particular challenges suggests that even more is required.  How might we create antidotes to address skepticism and disrespect for empirical research?  

To mitigate the skepticism we observe among some senior manager doctoral candidates, we suggest the following:  

1. Programs that purport to address practitioner-scholar research must stay scrupulously focused on rigor and relevance.  This means continually shifting between highly rigorous academic process and very practically focused and well-articulated problems of practice.  As referenced above, this provides a challenge not only for the student but for the members of the faculty advising and engaging them in their journeys.  This process of learning enriches and expands the skill-sets of each.  Clearly, the academy must not view practitioner-scholar programs – doctoral or otherwise – merely as opportunities to indoctrinate the uninitiated.

2. Practitioners seeking evidence-based insights need significant time to learn and adapt to the style of academic research.  Our evolved pedagogy required students to deconstruct the structure of empirical research articles, in order to become comfortable with digesting such literature.  For each article that they deconstructed, the students were required to analyze its line of argument.  A tool that proved invaluable for this purpose was Toulmin’s (2003) framework for deconstructing arguments.  His framework of claims, grounds, warrants, backing and qualifications (Toulmin, Rieke & Janik, 1984) alerted students to weakly vs. strongly-supported claims, and enabled them to identify the various bases on which a claim could be supported.  Toulmin’s framework provided students with a conceptual tool for knowledgeably critiquing the quality of an academic article, and for constructing effective scholarly work of their own.  In addition, these carefully considered deconstructions of the arguments in scholarly literature enhanced respect for well-supported arguments and provided our nascent practitioner-scholars with respect for rigorously produced empirical work and with confidence to tackle scholarly literature.  Finally, candidates should devote sufficient time to contrasting exemplary scholarly work with popular management pieces, seeking to become highly attuned to questioning less careful and with poorly-supported work on both sides of the aisle.  

3. Doctoral program members – faculty and students alike – must consider carefully and reframe the definition and the breadth of the word “theory”, helping managers understand that a theory is not by definition an ivory tower concept and that good theories are built on empirical testing.  “There is nothing as practical as a good theory” sounds silly on its face, but is far more meaningful than it seems.  All managers/leaders have a set of beliefs, or “implicit theories” that guide them, whether consciously or not, in the interpretation of challenges and the choices and decisions they make (Levy, Stroessner and Dweck, 1998).  By better understanding implicit theories about resources that guide managerial decision-making and the role of these theories in ultimate outcomes, there is potential to reframe an important element of that skepticism in a manner that supports evidence-based inquiry.  While our doctoral cohort may represent the “converted,” many expressed a newfound appreciation for theory in general upon completion of the program.  As one expressed, “I find myself now looking to the literature not for answers but for theories.” 

To mitigate the disrespect that some of our doctoral candidates experienced, we suggest the following: 

1. Engaging industry associations as research partners and disseminators.  Such associations often have educational missions and can reach industry members who appreciate research-based knowledge.  The associations add legitimacy to the knowledge, and reframe it in ways relevant to their members.

2. Encouraging demonstrations and presentations of EBMgt by doctorally-trained practitioners to their peers in practice.  For instance, several of our doctoral candidates presented their research and their findings within their own organizations and the organizations in which their data was collected, with discussion of how the research might be directly applied for the organizations benefit.  This does require careful attention to the language used to describe the research and the findings – by “translating” obscure methodological concepts with students, the presented findings may be less intimidating or foreign.  For example, few in the academy, not to mention practice, are well versed in structural equation modeling.  Our students have to extend their findings in terms and in language that makes their value clear without needing to understand the rudiments of statistical analysis.

3. Exploring new formats for the dissemination of practitioner-scholar research, including online forums and blogs, connecting research-based knowledge to direct experiences of the type commonly reported in such forums.  For instance, one graduate responded to a blog posted by a consultant on an industrial marketing forum.  His response drew on the findings and theories of trust from his own research to challenge some of the consultant’s statements.

Sustaining a Field of Practitioner-Scholarship

The foregoing discussions suggest that EBMgt would benefit from a field of practice – practitioner-scholarship – with a strong focus on the production, dissemination and managerial application of research-based knowledge that is both rigorous and relevant.  As with any field, practitioner-scholarship is characterized by particular features that create and reproduce the practice in a specific community of practice (Wenger, 1998), namely:  social constructions, emotions, and use of particular tools (Reckwitz, 2002).  Let us treat these in turn.  

Social Constructions.  Pertinent social constructions have been discussed above, noting that some practitioner-scholar candidates in our program had at least a passive skepticism for empirical research.  This was overcome quite readily, if gradually, by pushing the students to locate and deconstruct empirical research that was connected to their problem of practice.  Of at least equal importance was requiring the candidates to engage in their own field research within the first months of their doctoral studies.  Experiencing the rigor of formal data collection and analysis, and realizing the effort and skill needed to produce that rigor, helped candidates understand differences between research-based knowledge and more casual knowledge claims.  Similarly, we have had success with Executive MBA student groups engaging in practical research projects in their own organizations, using ethnographic interviews and empirical research articles.  The students came away with respect for empirical research and surprise for the wealth of knowledge that they found in applied academic literatures.

Emotions.  Our doctoral candidates with senior management backgrounds had expectations, based on their past accomplishing of challenging goals, of rapid success with the challenges of doctoral studies.  However, many candidates recognized that they were ill prepared to engage in research and, consequently, experienced periods of anxiety about accomplishing their field research projects, upon which their program continuation depended.  These anxieties were freely shared among candidates and with faculty, and were functional in opening the candidates to instruction in scholarly skills.  In addition, these emotions contributed to creating a strong cohort of doctoral learners, creating a cohesive community among these new practitioner scholars.  Once graduated, practitioner-scholars take pride in their distinctive identity and integrative skills, creating an emotional basis for sustaining their community.
Tools.  A major and well-recognized hurdle is the impenetrability of academic publications to non-academic readers, not only because of the style of writing and use of jargon (as discussed above), but because of the challenge in finding and incorporating relevant academic literature.  Particular tools help in this process, both in education and then in continuing research endeavors.  We referred above to deconstructions of empirical research articles.  This pedagogical tool proved invaluable.   Similarly, education by reference librarians in information literacy and new modes of scholarly communications (c.f., Borgman, 2007) opens a world of academic literature to practitioner-scholars.  And, in our experience, the advent and improvement of scholarly search engines has greatly accelerated the mastering of information-retrieval skills.  In particular, Google Scholar proved far more accessible to our senior manager doctoral students than traditional bibliographic databases.  This tool enabled them to locate relevant literature rapidly, even from academic disciplines with which they were not already familiar.  Brief training on the use of this tool also enabled MBA students to locate empirical research related to group project topics. 

PROSPECTS
Is it sufficient to educate only doctoral students to inhabit the intersection between practice and scholarship?  We assert that it is not.  Requiring that MBA students locate and apply research-based evidence offers the prospect of creating a generation of managers whose comfort level and familiarity with research-based knowledge mitigates potential skepticism and disrespect for such knowledge.   We propose that particular educational activities that have evolved in training our doctoral graduates can be applied to a far greater population of management students, as we ourselves have done in a limited way in our MBA classes, encouraging the use of evidence-based research in course assignments and, hopefully, throughout their managerial careers. 

What are the premises upon which efforts to encourage EBMgt are based?  Here we argue that a business model must be developed that recognizes and overcomes particular barriers, including the issue of skepticism and respectability.  We propose that one initial approach is the training of doctoral graduates who possess the desire and skills required to actively bridge between the academy and practice.  Our experience with this suggests not only that the resulting community of practitioner-scholars is well positioned to contribute both to practice and the academy, but that inserting EBMgt approaches in traditional management education may further enhance the ability to effectively meld two seemingly diverse approaches and styles.  In short, we assert that these alternative doctoral programs represent the tip of the proverbial iceberg – that problem-focused empirical research may play a critical role in the evolution of management practice.  
To be even more provocative, we assert that the problem-focused, trans-disciplinary inquiry embedded in alternative doctoral programs and discussed at length in this chapter must also be inserted into traditional doctoral programs.  By forcing members of the academy to think more specifically about problems of practice when designing future inquiry, supporters of EBMgt can foster the generation of more relevant findings and theories, ones that are used in managers’ practice.  To promote a more informed managerial practice, we seek to design an inclusive and sustained manager-academy partnership that tackles the problems of the future.
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