




goal is to construct and justify a theory that fits the identified problem, through engagement with 

knowledge experts in the disciplines relevant to the theory; validity is the key criterion. In the 

research design phase, the goal is to develop a variance or process model to test the theory, 

through engagement with methods experts as well as those others who provide data access; 

verisimilitude is the key criterion. Finally, in the problem-solving phase, the goal is to share and 

shape the findings with the intended audience: impact is the key criterion here. By linking the 

worlds of science and practice in this instructive iterative model, Van de Ven (2007) cuts the 

Gordian knot posed by the rigor versus relevance paradox that has plagued the macro field for so 

long. 

In many ways, we can conceive of EBM as an approach that will advance the agenda of 

Engaged Scholarship, and help anchor Strategy scholarship in the concerns of our stakeholders 

and ultimately in reality. The central mission of the enterprise of EBM and engaged scholarship 

is to conduct research that both advances scientific inquiry and enlightens practice (Simon, 

1976). Van de Ven (2007) notes, however, that this mission is an elusive ideal. Indeed, studies 

show that practitioners often fail to adopt the findings of management research (Rousseau, 2006; 

Tranfield, Denyer & Smart, 2003). Criticisms for this great divide between theory and practice 

have flowed in both directions (Argyris & Schon, 1978; Van de Ven & Johnson, 2006). Manage­

ment educators and researchers, for example, are criticized tor not adequately considering how to 

put their abstract knowledge into practice (Beyer, 1997; Beyer & Trice, 1982; Hodgkinson, 

2001). Practicing managers, as well, are criticized for not being aware of relevant research and 

not appreciating enough the "'know-why" of practice (Latham, 2007; Van de Ven, 2002; Weick, 

2001). Part of the reason here may reside in the fact that educators typically do not educate 

managers to know of use scienti fie evidence (Rousseau, 2006: 262). 
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Oftcn the gap betwecn theory and practicc is characterized as a knowledge transfer 

problem in which we simply need to translate and diffuse knowledge into practicc. A deeper 

understanding of the challenges, however, is required (Kieser & Leiner, 2009; Latham, 2009). 

For cxample, Polanyi (1962) and Nonaka (1994) make important distinctions between cxplicit 

scicntific knowledge and more tacit practical knowledgc. The knowledge of science and practice 

are typically complementary. Rather than regarding tacit practical knowledge as a derivative of 

scicntific knowledge, practical knowledge is regarded as a distinct mode of knowing in its own 

right (Van de Ven & Johnson, 2006). Indced, Van dc Ven maintains that: "Exhortations for 

academics to put thcir theories into practice thcories into practice and for managers to put their 

practice into theory may be misdirccted bccause they assume that the relationship bctween 

knowledge of thcory and knO\vledgc of practice entails a literal transfer or translation of one into 

thc other. Instcad, I suggest taking a pluralistic vicw of sciencc and practice as rcpresenting 

distinct kinds of knowlcdge that can provide complemcntary insights for understanding reality 

(2007: 4). 

Motivating practitioncrs to give attention to scholarly evidencc will be impossible unless 

our research is seeded by a real-life problem that is worth solving. The validity of theories will 

be difficult to justify in the theory-building phasc unless wc have knowledge of the cumulative 

empirical support that thcories enjoy. The rcsearch design phase, as well as its key criterion, 

verisimilitude, is difficult to address in the abscnce of clear links to extant cvidence. Finally, 

sharing the results of the rcsearch with practitioncr stakeholders in ways that take notc of their 

interprctations as wcll as motivate thcm to deploy the solution found is also a critical set of steps 

that arc integral to EBM. 
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Going further still, Huff (2000) suggests that the gap between theory and practice may be 

a knowledge production problem. Various forms of engaged scholarship are requircd and can 

range from attached insiders to detached outsiders (Bartunek, 2007; Evered & Louis, 1981; 

Lewin, 1961) to help connect the process and product of research (Kor & Mahoney, 2000; 

Mahoney & Sanchez, 2004; Simon, 1978). Three types of engaged scholarship suggested by Van 

De Ven (2007) are considered here: (I) informed basic research; (2) collaborative research; and 

(3) design/evaluation research. 

Inlormed Basic Research: Informed basic research resembles a traditional form of social 

science where the academic researcher adopts a detached outsider perspective of thc social 

system being examined, but solicits advice and feedback from key stakeholders and key 

infOlmants. The Van de Ven (2007) Engaged Scholarship model is an exemplar articulation of 

this research approach. 

Collaborative Research: Collaborative research entails sharing of power among 

researchers and stakeholders. Collaborative research teams are typically composed of insiders 

and outsiders who jointly share in activities in order to co-produce basic knowledge that 

describes or explains a complex problem (Bartunek & Louis, 1996; Louis & Bartunek, 1992; 

Mohrman, Gibson & Mohnnan, 200 I). 

Design/Polic\' Evaluation Research: A third form of engaged scholarship is the focus of 

the current chapter, in which research is undertaken to examine normative questions dealing with 

the design and evaluation of policies for solving practical problems. This design/policy 

evaluation research goes beyond describing or explaining a social problem and seeks to obtain 

evidence-based knowledge of the efficacy or relative success of alternative solutions to applied 
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problems (Romme, 2003: Rousseau, 2006; Van Aken, 2006).). A pragmatic emphasis is placcd 

on systcms thinking and actionable knowledgc. 

The Engagcd Scholarship modcl (Van dc Ven, 2007) also resonates with Boyer's (1990) 

powerful articulation of four forms of scholarship: the scholarship of discovery, the scholarship 

of intcgration, thc scholarship of practice (application) and the scholarship of teaching 

(dissemination). In Boycr's (1990) terms, the scholarship of discovery is the traditional research 

model, in which knowlcdge is sought for its own sake or for practical purposcs through 

systematic modes of inquiry. The scholarship of integration is designed to synthesize extant 

research, bringing meaning to isolated findings, and developing new perspectives or connections 

across disciplines. The scholarship of application, or of practice, is reprcsented in the 

performance of service-related activities requiring specialized knowledge from one's discipline 

of expcrtise. The scholarship of teaching, or disscmination, comprises those creative activities 

that stimulate active learning and encourage students to be critical, creative thinkers. Thus, in 

Boyer's (1990) conccption, scholarship comprises the distinct, yet overlapping functions of 

discovery, intcgration, application, and teaching. Much as EBM can play the role of connective 

tissue between the four stages of Van de Vcn's (2007) model, it can also playa critical role in 

linking Boycr' ( 1990) four types of scholarship. The cvidence that emerges from the scholarship 

of discovery activities today oftcn languishes without explicit linkagc to the other typcs of 

scholarship. Whcn attempts arc made to intcgrate such evidence, those attempts arc often poorly 

structured, subjective and unreliable. Systematic revicws, including meta-analyscs, which are a 

centra] element of EBM (Rousseau, Manning & Denycr, 2008) provide a much morc compelling 

way to approach the scholarship of integration. EBM also providcs the glue for connecting the 

scholarship of discovcry with the scholarship of application - in the form of the decision aids 
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that constitute another important element of EBM. Finally, directly leveraging empirical research 

findings into the MBA classroom provide one route to linking discovery with dissemination. 

Our second argument is that the practice and culture of EBM will help mitigate the 

barriers to learning and adaptive capacity, which hamper success in many complex organiza­

tions. Strategic decision making is rife with cognitive and organizational imperfections - e.g., 

groupthink (Janis, 1972) and organizational politics (Allison, 1971). While all of human 

behavior is subject to biases of various kinds, the phenomena studied in the "macro" fields are 

especially prone. 

March's (1999) characterization of three "elementary problems" that plague organi­

zations in their pursuit of success is illustrative. The first problem is that of ignorance. Not only 

is the future uncertain, but peoples' anticipations of the future are also divergent. The past is also 

uncertain, because it is dimly, inaccurately, or ditferently recalled. Ignorance about the causal 

structure of the world expresses itself in post hoc socially constructed explanations that shift 

often. The second problem is that of cont1ict. Multiple, nested actors interact over multiple, 

nested time periods on the basis of very different - often discordant - preferences that may 

themselves change over time. The third problem is that of ambiguity. The preferences of the 

actors may be ambiguous and only crudely measurable. In combination, uncertainty, cont1ict and 

ambiguity serve to throw up extraordinary challenges in how organizations process "macro" 

issues, such as strategic choices, resource allocation and extemal dependence. Therefore, the 

pathologies associated with the bounded rationality (Simon, 1976) and human biases (Kahneman, 

Slovic & Tversky, 1978) endemic to all of management are likely to be exacerbated in the 

"macro" fields. 

11 



Given this, we propose that the need for EBM is also greater. At a praetical level, among 

the solutions offered by consulting organizations such as McKinsey to the problem of ambiguous 

strategic choices is "fact-based" decision making, with the implicit promise that expensive 

eonsultants will provide objective, fact-based decision guidelines that will lead to better strategic 

decisions. The consultants may very well be on to something here: evidence may be just the 

antidote. Indeed, that is just the argument that PfetTer & Sutton (2006) make in their pioneering 

book on EBM. A commitment to fact-based decision making is at the core of their conception of 

EBM, and EBM is essentially a set of practices, systems and cultural norms that make it possible 

to base decisions on sound facts rather than on casual benchmarking, superstitious learning, or 

untested ideologies. In this sense, the need for EBM is all the more pressing in the "macro" fields 

because of what is at stake. 

However, before the Strategy field can provide supportive EBM infrastructure for 

strategists, scholars may need to rethink how we do our research. We turn to this topic next. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR EBM IN STRATEGIC MANAGEMENT 

Building on the above observations, we make four specific reeommendations: 

• Devote research resources to understanding both the limitations	 of meta-analysis 
in our context and how to adapt It to the type of problems and research designs 
we work with 

• Learn	 more about (and/ or develop) synthesis approaches other than meta­
analyses - e.g., systematic ways to synthesize case studies and qualitative data. 

• Engage in a clarifying conversation abollt levels of evidence in our field 

•	 Devote research resourees to developing and testing decision supports (e.g., 
checklists) for Strategy problems 

Toward a more sophisticated understanding 0/ meta-analysis. Perhaps the most 

immediate implication has to do with improving the use of meta-analysis given the preponder­
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ance of observational data that is characteristic of our field. The criticism of meta-analyses of 

observational data cited earlier (Egger, Schneider & Smith 1998) suggests a whole set of 

productive questions that "macro" scholars should ask. Are there indeed critical differenccs in 

the statistical properties of mcta-analyscs as applied to controlled trials as against to 

observational studies? Are there ways to account for possible selection bias and endogcneity 

effects when conducting meta-analyses of observational studies? Our point here is not that mcta­

analyses are inappropriatc but that we nccd to approach them with grcater sophistication. Thc 

following comments from Egger, Schneider & Smith (1998: 142. 143) are instructive: 

Sume ob~erver~ ~uggest that meta-analysis of obsenoational studies sbould be abandoned 
altogether. \X"e di~agree, but we think that tbe ~tatistic;11 combination of ~tudies ~hould not 
general!l' be a prominent compunent of re\-invs of obselvatiunal studies. The thorougb 
consideration of possible source~ of heterogeneit\" between obselyational stmh' results will 
prm'ide more insights than the mechanistic calculation of an Iwerall measure of effect, which 
will often be biased. 

The suggestion that form:ll meta-analysis of obselvation:ll ~tudies can be misleading ;lI1d tbat 
insufficient attentiun i~ often given to heterogeneity docs not mean that researchers shuuld 
return to writing highly ~ubjectil'e nmrative rel·iews. l\lany uf the principlc~ of S\'stem:ltic 
reviews remain: a study protocol ~hould be written in ach'ancl', complete litemture searches 
carried uut, :lnd studie~ ~elected and da ta extracted in ;1 reproducible :lnd objective fa~hiun. 

This :ll1oll"s butb differences and simiLtritics uf the rl'suIts fuund in different settings to be 
inspected, hyputheses to be formulated, and the need for future studies, including 
randomized controlled trials, to be defined. 

Thus, onc approach may be to use caution in generating combincd cstimates of cffect 

strength, taking due carc to evaluate thc appropriatcncss of doing so in light of possible sources 

of hcterogeneity. In a broader sense, "macro" scholars intrigucd by EBM should not only stay 

away from potentially misleading combined estimatcs in meta-analyses and give morc attention 

to the unique features of the input studies in their fields. Onc rcsponse to this imperative may bc 

to develop ways to so syntheses are go beyond mechanistic meta-analyses. 

Syntheses olcase studies and qualitative data. Given that the unique features of "macro" 

data include not only observational data but also case studies and qualitativc narratives, it may be 
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appropriate for "macro" scholars to evaluate methods to synthesize such data. In nursmg 

research, for example, there is a significant tradition of qualitative research, and Patterson, et a!. 

(200 I) have proposed an approach to integrating such data, labeled "meta-study". At its core, 

meta-study is an attempt to develop an analog to meta-analysis for the synthesis of qualitative 

data. Primary qualitative research is the beginning, and then there are three pathways that 

converge on meta-synthesis. Path 1 is thc meta-data-analysis of research findings. Meta-data­

analysis is processing thc processed data (Zhao, 1991), and is not merely aggregative, but also 

interpretive (Noblit & Hare, 1988). Path 2 is meta-method for research methods. Meta-method 

focuses on the rigor and epistemological soundness of the research methods used in the 

underlying studies. Path 3 is meta-theory for theoretical and analytical frameworks. Meta-theory 

is the analysis of the underpinning structures on which the source research is grounded: 

philosophical, cognitive, and theoretical perspectives, and assumptions. 

Similarly, in Public Administration, Jensen and Rodgers (2001) proposed a meta-analytic 

approach to the integration of case study data, and identify two types of prior integrative effort 

based on case studies: patchwork case studies and comparative studies of cases. Patchwork 

studies integrate several prior case studies that have examined a given entity at various points in 

time into a composite summary (e.g., Roethlisberger & Dickson's (1939) summary of the 

Hawthorne studies). In contrast, a comparative study of cases typically seeks to integrate 

examinations of different entities in order to identify underlying commonalities (e.g., Allison 

1971). Central to Jensen and Rodger's (200 I) meta-analysis model for case studies was the 

insight that structured reporting of case study particulars facilitates the accumulation of case 

study evidence, leading to their recommendation that universal standards be adopted for the 

reporting of case studies - quantitative and qualitative. 
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Closely related to the task of synthesis approaches for case study and qualitative data is 

the challenge of learning how to pcrform lntegrativc, Interpretive and Explanatory research 

syntheses (Rousseau, Manning & Denyer, 2008). Aggregative syntheses of quantitative studies 

(i.e., meta-analyses) are not the only legitimate synthesis even in the current EBM toolkit. The 

goal of integration in research synthesis refers to the attempt to answer specific questions by 

combining across different methods. Triangulation across multiple studies and methods, relying 

on reviewer judgment, is central (Denzin, 1978). The goal of interprctation in rcscarch synthesis 

refers to the attempt to build higher-order theoretical constructs by combining and interpreting 

extant research. The data arc primarily descriptive, and seek to incorporate the interpretations of 

the primary researchers. The goal of explanation in research synthesis refers to the attempt to 

generate new theory by creating explanations and discerning patterns behind extant claims of 

explanation. Rousseau, Manning and Denyer's (2008) discussion makes it clear that these 

approaches to research synthesis are valid members of the EBM team, although aggregative 

statistical meta-analysis may be the best known. 

Engaging in a conversation about levels of evidence in Strategv. Fields, such as 

medicine, in which evidence-based approaches have gained traction, appear to have achieved 

some measure of consensus about the relative value accorded to different types of evidence. For 

example, the Center for Evidence Based Mcdieine at Oxford University lays out five different 

levels of evidence, with systematic reviews of randomized controlled trials at the highest level 

(i.e., the best evidence) and expert opinions, reasoning based on first principles, etc. at the lowest 

level. While therc will no doubt be some differences of opinion among medical scientists and 

practitioners as to the nuances of such a hierarchy of evidence, its broad features provide some 

commonality to the field. We proposc that the "macro" fields should engage in an explicit 
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conversation about what a corresponding evidence hierarchy would be for our field. Such a 

conversation should cover the following questions, among others. What types of evidence do we 

give attention to (in Strategy)? Case studies, process descriptions, large-sample quantitative 

analyses based predominantly on archival data, practitioner war stories, and so on, would be the 

obvious answer. If these types of evidence were to conflict with each other in addressing a 

particular evidence, under what conditions would we believe one type versus the other? Which 

of those types arc most EBM-friendly? Quantitative analyses, it would appear although with the 

aforementioncd limitations of observational data. What should we do with the evidence-types 

that are not EBM-friendly? Figure out other ways to discipline our conversations about thcm, 

perhaps. 

Developing and testing decision supports jill" Strategists. One of thc central featurcs of 

evidence-based approaches identified by Rousseau and McCarthy (2007) is the availability (or 

not) of decision supports. Decision supports arc pragmatic tools designcd to serve as scaffolding 

for practitioners to make dccisions that are informed by current best evidenec (e.g., checklists). 

Medicine is characterized as having "numcrous" decision supports, (Rousseau & McCarthy, 

2007) such as patient care protocols, handbooks of drug interactions, online dccision trees, etc. 

In contrast, business disciplines have few decision SUppOlts available to students and 

practitioners. Whcre concrete decision supports exist, they arc not in thc public domain - e.g., 

companics may capture their internal learning in decision support tools, but those are treatcd as 

intellectual property and guarded zealously. One area in which "macro" scholars can begin to 

incorporate EBM thinking is to develop decision supports that are bascd on rescarch findings. 

Such decision supports may bc as simple as checklists (Gawande, 20 I0) that encapsulate the 

steps to follow in making a decision, or the criteria to be employed in evaluating an outcome. 
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Such checklists may, in tum, give rise to further research opportunities, such as empirically 

assessing whether their use helps to improve performance. 

CONCLUSION 

In brief, we have proposed that EBM faces some unique challenges on the "macro" side 

of the aisle. An inherent bent toward complex, multi-Icvel and unique problems present a 

philosophical challenge and the preponderance of observational studies present a methodological 

challenge. Yet, there are compelling reasons why "macro" scholars need to take EBM seriously. 

On the one hand, EBM will nurture the establishment of a new model of research that is not only 

cumulative in its knowledge-building but also promotes engaged scholarship that reduces the 

unfortunate opposition between rigor and relevance. On the other hand, the uncertainty, conflict 

and ambiguity that characterize "macro" decision contexts also exacerbate the organizational 

pathologies that are present across the sub-fields of management and heighten the need for EBM 

as a countermeasure. Based on the above reasoning, we put forward four recommendations for 

scholars who seek to advance the EBM agenda in Strategy and OT. 
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