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This paper presents an overview of current academic theory on evidence-based management
(EBM) and considers the extent to which the decision-making processes of 39 senior, general
managers are consistent with this thinking. In the pursuit of this aim the study has utilised
inductive reasoning, qualitative data, purposeful sampling and semi-structured interviews,
based upon the critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954), to obtain detailed information
regarding the decision-making processes utilised by each of the interviewees in relation to their
most challenging managerial situations. It has been shown that these interviewees utilised only
one of the four main sources of evidence for management decision-making proposed by Briner
and Rousseau (2011). In the light of this finding, ways are identified in which managers may be
able to enhance their business practice by utilising more sources of evidence. In addition, the
study has also identifiedways in which current academic thinking needs to be developed so that
it incorporates all of the practices that general managers have utilised. Finally, the implications
for general managers are discussed.

Introduction

According to Rousseau (2012: p. 14) ‘the basic work of management is
decision-making’. How managers go about their everyday decision-making
has been of interest to scholars and practitioners alike for many years with a

plethora of academic papers and self-help books devoted to analysing and
improving the process. A variety of models of decision-making have been

introduced ranging from the early rational and bounded-rational (Simon,
1959) through to incremental (Quinn, 1981), garbage can (Cohen,March and

Olsen, 1972) and random choicemodels (Mintzberg, 1978).Most of the focus
has been on the rational model (where outcomes are sought to be maximised

and the choice is rational and deliberate) and the bounded rational (where
accepting both the cognitive limitations of themanager and the complexity of

the situation one simply seeks to achieve sufficient outcomes). Much of this
focus has also been on operational level management and not strategic level
general management. Typically, Storey and Salaman in 2005 called for a focus
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on the ‘know what and know how of senior level decision makers’. Rahman
and deFeis (2009) suggest that for strategic managers the appropriate model

changes when the characteristics of the environment change, particularly in
relation to complexity and time pressure. Others have explored bias in
strategic decision-making that limits rational choices such as vividness

(paying attention to the bright and innovative versus hard fact), over-reach
(going beyond competence as the option looks too good to refuse), pattern

matching (assuming one case is like another), past success (engenders
unrealistic risk assessment), escalation commitment (avoiding sunk costs)

and entrapment (commitment increases with time) (Hodgson and Drum-
mond, 2009) and politics (Bartlett, 2011). More recently however, through

separate approaches, there has beenmuch interest in the role of ‘evidence’ and
‘intuition’ inmanagerial decision-making (not specifically in generalmanage-
ment). This paper seeks to bring these two literatures together by considering

the current and potential role of evidence and intuition in supporting senior
general managers in their everydaymanagerial decision-making by exploring,

through an empirical study, the kinds of evidence that are currently prevalent
in the decision-making processes of some senior general managers. The paper

concludes by considering implications of the findings for both theory and
practice.

Evidence-based management

‘Evidence-based management (EBM) is the systematic, evidence-informed
practice of management, incorporating scientific knowledge in the content

and process of making decisions’. (Rousseau, 2012: p. 6). EBM as a concept is
not new; its origins are believed to stem from evidence-based practice in
medicine (Hewinson, 1977). It entered the public sector via the probation

service, education, policing and social work as a matter of ‘public policy’ (i.e.
‘politics’) but is reported to have gained less popularity in the private sector

(Rousseau, 2006). Much of the recent literature supports the notion that
practicing EBM will enhance organisational effectiveness (Damore, 2006;

Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006; Rousseau, 2006; Briner et al. 2009) but it must be
acknowledged that this is currently mainly ‘opinion’ rather than based on

empirical evidence. Some are not so sure and consider whether EBM is or is
not the solution to allmanagement challenges. In 2009, Reay et al.undertook a
meta-analysis of 144 journal articles relating to evidence-based management

and in response to their central question ‘Is there evidence that employing
evidence-based management will improve organisational performance?’ in-

dicated that ‘the short answer to this question is no’ (Reay et al., 2009: p. 13). In
medicine there have been similar critics basing their concerns around such

issues as medical practice being as much an art as a science, a lack of faith
regarding the scientific process and the absence of convincing evidence that

the application of research findings produces better results than reliance on
experience and personal judgment (Speicher-Bocija and Adams, 2013). Even

strong advocates acknowledge that for managers the challenge is greater than
in other disciplines, both because ‘the evidence is weaker’ and because
‘companies vary so wildly in size, form, and age, compared with human
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beings, it is far more risky in business to presume that a proven ‘cure’
developed in one place will be effective elsewhere’ (Pfeffer and Sutton, 2006:

p. 3). For general managers who focus on complex, multilevel and unique
‘macro’ or strategic issues, the challenges are greater still and it is suggested
they would be more likely to value experience over evidence (Madhavan and

Mahoney, 2013; Speicher-Bocija and Adams, 2013).
As well as a lack of evidence on the effectiveness of EBM there is a similar

lack of evidence showing the extent towhich evidence-basedmanagement is or
is not actually practised (Reay et al. 2009). Despite Rousseau’s (2006: p. 257)

suggestions that ‘ . . . managers, including those with MBAs, continue to rely
largely on personal experience, to the exclusion of more systematic know-

ledge’ and ‘lacking shared scientific knowledge to add weight to an evidence-
based decision, managers commonly rely on other bases (e.g. experience,
formal power, incentives and threats) whenmaking decisions . . .’ there is little

empirical evidence to support this. Implicit in this comment is an assumption
thatMBA- educatedmanagers are nomore likely to use EBMthannon-MBAs.

Indeed, there is also evidence to suggest MBAs are not taught to know or use
research evidence in their decision-making (Jelley et al., 2012) and yet, other

disciplines have provided evidence to suggest that higher educational attain-
ment is associated with more positive attitudes to evidence-based practice

(Aarons, 2004). Thus, despite an increasingly vocal EBM movement, there is
still the need formore direct evidence of both its benefits, the kind of evidence

that is used in practice and the role of educational engagement and attainment
in this. A number of writers also propose that EBM results in an ‘evidential
hierarchy’ that not only favours certain kinds of ‘research evidence’ (rando-

mised control trials and positivist, quantitative research paradigms), but
which also results in less importance being given to other aspects of manage-

rial decision-making, such as instinct, intuition and experience (Harrison,
1998;Marks, 2002; Learmonth andHarding, 2006; Rousseau, 2006; Arndt and

Bigelow, 2007;Morrell, 2008; Reay et al., 2009;Hovmand andGillespie, 2010).
However, a more recent conceptualisation of EBM broadens the ‘evidence

base’ from the originally narrower views of the more academic type of
evidence sources to those including expertise and judgment, local context
data, stakeholder opinion and ethical considerations:

‘Evidence-based management is about making decisions through the con-
scientious, explicit, and judicious use of four sources of information:
practitioner expertise and judgement, evidence from the local context, a

critical evaluation of the best available research evidence, and the per-
spectives of those people who might be affected by the decision’

(Briner et al., 2009: p. 19).

The four sources are elaborated as follows (adapted from Briner and
Rousseau, 2011):

� Practitioner expertise and judgement: Has it been seen before? What

happened? What’s worked in the past and why? What are my hunches?
What do I think are the causes and possible solutions? Is this happening

elsewhere? How relevant and applicable is my experience?



� Evidence from the local context:What are the facts (data)? What are the
local explanations? What are we currently doing and is it working? What

do managers think is going on? What are the costs and benefits of
interventions? What is happening or what is going to happen in the
organisation or outside that might be affecting it?

� Critical evaluation of best research evidence: How does my local data
compare to others? What does systematically reviewed research evidence

suggest to be themajor cause?How relevant and applicable is that evidence
here?What does research evidence suggest as effective interventions? How

well might they work here?
� Perspectives of those whomay be affected:How do employees feel about

proposed interventions?Do they see disadvantages?Howdomanagers feel
about the interventions? How workable are they? What alternatives have
others proposed?

Briner et al. suggest that the strength of each source’s influence will vary
with each decision. However, still at the heart of the concept is the notion of
the conscious use of evidence and the choice to place more or less emphasis on

various elements being made in a mindful and deliberate way.

Intuition in management decision-making

Recent approaches in decision-making literature have paid increasing atten-
tion to intuition (Salas et. al., 2010). By defining intuition as ‘affectively-

charged judgments that arise through rapid, non-conscious, and holistic
associations’ (Dane and Pratt, 2007: p. 40), it can be seen how this is a major

departure from the rational model. However, Hodgkinson et al. (2008)
propose that dual-processing theories in social cognition and cognitive
psychology offer a useful way of seeing how these two supposedly opposing

positionsmay be accommodated. Typically, cognitive-experiential self theory
(CEST – Epstein, 1991) suggests the rational system operates at the conscious

level, is analytic, verbal and relatively affect-free enabling information to be
obtained through effortful engagement, whereas the experiential system,

whichHodgkinson et al. (2008) deem as ‘intuition’, operates on an automatic,
non-verbal, emotional, pre-conscious basis. The two systems (analytic and

intuitive) are proposed to operate in tandem but can sometimes produce
conflicts between ‘the heart and the head’ (Epstein, 2000: p. 671).Much recent
work has shown how intuition is critical to effective decision-making in a

variety of settings and is now deemed to be a valid construct within the
organisational sciences (Salas et al., 2010). So what is meant by ‘evidence’ in

EBM? Does it include the information used in both the analytic and the
intuitive systems or just the analytic? This point perhaps remains unclear, as

yet, in the conceptualisation espoused by Briner et al. (2009) where the
definition might suggest analytic but the contextual debate might suggest

both. They propose that even when one uses evidence unconsciously and
automatically it is still evidence, citing by way of example ‘intuition draws on

the evidence of experience’ (Dane and Pratt, 2007). This uncertainty is also
expressed in some of the EBM literature which suggests, as noted earlier, that
less importance is being given in the EBM debate to other aspects of
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managerial decision-making, such as instinct, intuition and experience. Thus,
whilst there has been a tendency, in the past, in the EBM movement to

minimise/disregard the role of intuition in managerial decision-making, the
recent level of interest in this topic makes it timely to re-visit its potential role
in helping to define EBM.

Given then that a) there is little evidence on the prevalence of the use of
EBMby generalmanagers and b) there is some ambiguity in the literature as to

i) what constitutes ‘evidence’ (is it just the more scientific forms or does it
include intuition, hunches etc.?) and ii) whether current engagement in a

significant educational experience such as an MBA (when the exposure to
research evidence might be at its most obvious and detectable) might

influence the kind of evidence used, this paper seeks to address the research
gap by posing the question: ‘What kind of ‘evidence’ do senior general
managers currently use in their decision-making and is this influenced by

current engagement in an MBA learning program?’ The research is inductive
and as such first seeks to document the decision-making processes of some

senior general managers without reference to pre-existing ideas on evidence-
based decision-making. The framework of sources of evidence provided by

Briner and Rousseau (2011) is then used to interpret the findings and the
implications for both theory and practice are discussed.

Method

The study utilised inductive reasoning, qualitative data, purposeful sampling
and semi-structured interviews to examine the decision-making process of

experienced seniormanagers.Datawas collected through verbatim transcripts
of semi-structured recorded interviews from two different sources. The first
set of transcripts resulted from 24 face-to- face interviews conducted with

established, seniormanagers fromfive different organisations. The employing
organisations were a mix of public, private and third sector firms. Of the 24

individuals interviewed via their organisations, 23 were either graduates or
professionally qualified to an equivalent level; six had a Masters qualification

in management; five had a management qualification at either Diploma, or
Certificate level; ten had participated in comprehensive ‘in house’ manage-

ment development training programmes and four had attended short courses
at a variety of established business schools. The second set of transcripts
resulted from 15 telephone interviews conducted with similarly experienced,

established senior managers from a variety of organisations, who were in the
midst of part-time study for anMBA at one University which placed a specific

emphasis on advanced researchmethods and the use of research evidence. For
the sake of convenience, these two samples will be referred to respectively by

the short hand form of the ‘general sample’ and the ‘currently studying’
sample. The typical age of the interviewees was between 30 and 50 years and 18

of the interviewees were female and 21 were male. Each of the 39 interviewees
worked within established, rather than emergent, organisations with a mini-

mum size of 200 people and each of the interviewees also had personal
responsibility for a team of at least ten people. Each interviewee met the
following criteria for a ‘senior manager’: someone who contributed to the
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creation of a strategic plan, rather than simply implementing one; who had a
measure of organisational responsibility, rather than simply departmental;

who was required to deal with complexity and ambiguity, rather than simply
the routine; and who was required to proactively identify and implement
solutions, rather than simply recognise and communicate concerns. In

organisational terms the overwhelming majority of interviewees were ‘heads
of service’ reporting to a Director and in addition, a small number were

actually Directors.
The semi-structured interviews were based upon the ‘critical incident

technique’ (Flanagan, 1954). In this regard, each of the interviews sought to
obtain detailed information regarding the decision-making processes used by

each of the interviewees in relation to their most challenging managerial
situations, both currently and historically. This approach was adopted on the
basis that it seemed probable that it would be in relation to their most

challenging andproblematical of circumstances that the intervieweesmight be
expected to consider the widest possible range of options and the broadest

possible range of information. Similarly, it was decided that both current and
historic challenges should be included because this had the potential to limit

the extent of any recall bias. Interviewees were initially asked to identify two or
three of theirmost significant, current,managerial challenges and later, two or

three of the most challengingmanagerial situations that they had experienced
in the whole of their career to date. Each interviewee was then asked to

disclose, in some detail, the approach that they had taken to addressing each of
thesemanagerial challenges as well as the reasoning for each of the approaches
that they had adopted. The interviews provided information in relation to 160

critical incidents, the verbatim transcripts totalled 355,000 words and re-
corded interviews lasted a total of 34 hours 53 minutes (average length 54

minutes).

Data analysis

Subsequently, the 355,000word transcripts of the 39 interviewswere subjected

to a thematic analysis (Bryman, 2012) using the facilities in MS Word for
highlighting, commenting and extracting. Sections of text were selected on the

basis that they shed some light upon the basis of the interviewees’ decision-
making and stood out against the ‘background noise’ of the overall interview.

Then 888 sections of the dialogue were extracted and ultimately 577 of these
were attributed to one of five themes identified by one researcher.

(1) Emergent decision-building in collaboration with others.

(2) Recognition-based decision-taking.
(3) Emergent decision-building based upon previous experience/personal

reflection.
(4) Emergent decision-building influenced by personal values.
(5) Emergent decision-building based upon trial and error.

All of the coding was subsequently verified and validated by two experi-
enced co-researchers working independently. To maximise validity and
reliability a range of qualitative techniques were utilised including the
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extraction of rich and thick descriptions, the inclusion of negative or
discrepant information (see later section) and the provision of information

to the interviewees in order that they might comment upon the findings and
the use of peer debriefing to review and question the research study and
analysis (Cresswell, 2003). Indicating the total number of extracts coded to

each theme provides an indication of the relative weight of data as it relates to
each of the themes. In order that some appreciation can be gained for the

generality of each theme across all of the interviews, both the overall number
of interviewees and the percentage of interviewees supplying the extracts is

also given. This numerical analysis also provides data which enables an
indicative assessment to be made of the influence of MBA learning upon

the types of evidence that these senior generalmanagers utilised. In this regard,
the percentage of the two samples contributing extracts to each theme is given
as well as the total percentage of the samples’ extracts that could be linked to

the theme. This allows the relative importance of each theme to be assessed for
each of the two samples. This data is portrayed at the end of each theme and in

tabular form in Table 1.

Findings

Emergent decision-building – in collaboration with others

Themost commonway inwhich the interviewees sought to address theirmost
significant challenges was by discussing the situation with their fellow
professionals, including peers, colleagues, bosses, mentors, facilitators and

trusted advisers. Two hundred and seventy-two extracts from the total of 577
provided examples of this type of decision-making and 38 out of the 39

interviewees (97%) gave examples of it. In addition, 100% of the general
sample and 93% of the ‘currently studying sample’ contributed one or more

extract and 52% of the ‘general sample’ extracts and 30% of the ‘currently
studying sample’ extracts could be ‘indexed’ to this category. The key

requirement was for the people who were consulted to have gained both the
trust and the confidence of the interviewee and for them to also have a track
record as successful practitioners. The interviewees utilised their extensive

personal networks, both inside and beyond their current organisations, to
identify such individuals and this included individuals fromwithin both their

supply chain and their contractor base. Ultimately, if the issue was sufficiently
significant and the person sufficiently senior, this could result in receiving fee-

based advice from a consultant. However, this was very much the exception.
Within the transcripts the kind of example provided by the interviewees were

as follows:

‘I tap into my network both internally within the company and also
externally within the suppliers and within the customer base’.

‘Talking to other people, my peers, just other Heads, about . . . (pause) . . .
you know, what they might do in their approach’.

‘I think what we recognised is that we needed some expertise around that,
somebody, as you say, that can really . . . help us shape what our approach
should be’.

# 2013 The Braybrooke Press Ltd. Journal of General Management Vol. 38 No. 4 Summer 2013 9

Evidence in general managers’ decision-making



10 # 2013 The Braybrooke Press Ltd. Journal of General Management Vol. 38 No. 4 Summer 2013

Jan Francis-Smythe, Laurie Robinson and Catharine Ross

T
ab

le
1:
A
n
al
ys
is
o
f
ex
tr
ac
ts
b
y
th
em

es

T
h
em

e
1

E
m
er
ge
n
t
–
co
ll
ab

o
ra
ti
o
n

w
it
h
o
th
er
s

T
h
em

e
2

R
ec
o
gn

it
io
n
-b
as
ed

T
h
em

e
3

E
m
er
ge
n
t
–
o
n
p
re
vi
o
u
s

ex
p
er
ie
n
ce

T
h
em

e
4

E
m
er
ge
n
t
–
o
n
p
er
so
n
al

va
lu
es

T
h
em

e
5

E
m
er
ge
n
t
–
o
n
tr
ia
l
an

d
er
ro
r

N
u
m
b
er

o
f

ex
tr
ac
ts

%

in
te
rv
ie
w
ee
s

N
u
m
b
er

o
f

ex
tr
ac
ts

%

in
te
rv
ie
w
ee
s

N
u
m
b
er

o
f

ex
tr
ac
ts

%

in
te
rv
ie
w
ee
s

N
u
m
b
er

o
f

ex
tr
ac
ts

%

in
te
rv
ie
w
ee
s

N
u
m
b
er

o
f

ex
tr
ac
ts

%

in
te
rv
ie
w
ee
s

W
h
o
le
gr
o
u
p

(n
=
3
9
)

2
7
2

9
7

1
2
1

7
9

9
1

7
9

5
2

5
4

4
1

4
1

%
co
n
tr
ib
u
te
d

1
o
r
m
o
re

ex
tr
ac
t

%
o
f
al
l
co
h
o
rt

ex
tr
ac
ts

%
co
n
tr
ib
u
te
d

1
o
r
m
o
re

ex
tr
ac
t

%
o
f
al
l
co
h
o
rt

ex
tr
ac
ts

%
co
n
tr
ib
u
te
d

1
o
r
m
o
re

ex
tr
ac
t

%
o
f
al
l
co
h
o
rt

ex
tr
ac
ts

%
co
n
tr
ib
u
te
d

1
o
r
m
o
re

ex
tr
ac
t

%
o
f
al
l
co
h
o
rt

ex
tr
ac
ts

%
co
n
tr
ib
u
te
d

1
o
r
m
o
re

ex
tr
ac
t

%
o
f
al
l
co
h
o
rt

ex
tr
ac
ts

G
en
er
al

sa
m
p
le

(n
=
2
4
)

1
0
0

5
2

8
3

1
7

8
8

1
7

6
7

8
5
4

6

C
u
rr
en
tl
y

st
u
d
yi
n
g

sa
m
p
le

(n
=
1
5
)

9
3

3
0

7
3

3
5

6
7

1
1

3
3

1
2

2
0

1
1



These findings support the views that peer relationships within organisations
are the context within which sense-making and assuming a consultative role

and passing on wisdom can take place (Kram and Isabella, 1985; Peroune,
2007) and that management can, at least in part, be characterised as a craft
learnt through lifelong collaborationwith other practitioners in a ‘community

of practice’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991).

Recognition-based decision-taking

The second most common way in which these interviewees reacted to the
most challenging situations and circumstances that arose around them was

by recognition. In this instance, 121 extracts from the total of 577 extracts
and examples of this type of decision-making were provided by 31 of the

39 interviewees (79%). In addition, 83% of the ‘general sample’ and 73%
of the ‘currently studying sample’ contributed one or more extracts and

17% of the ‘general sample’ extracts and 35% of the ‘currently studying
sample’ extracts could be ‘indexed’ to this category. This was that they
simply knew what the organisational signs and symptoms meant, or

implied; they knew what worked, they knew the approach to take and
they knew that the implementation of these instantly recognisable and

retrievable remedies would result in the situation being stabilised and the
signs and symptoms being ameliorated. This is known as ‘recognition

based decision-taking’ (Klein, 1998) and the kind of words that the
interviewees used to describe this phenomenon were experience, instinct,

experiential, common sense, subconscious, intuitive, informal, reactive,
immediate, practical as well as:

‘A wing and a prayer’; ‘I’ll just rock up and do it’; ‘A no brainer’; ‘Instinct in

a word’; ‘I think its intuition’; ‘Blindingly obvious’; ‘Common sense’; ‘Gut
instinct’; ‘Years of experience’.

Given that these interviewees were describing their most significant current

and previous managerial challenges it may, at first glance, appear surprising
that so many of these might be susceptible to this kind of recognition-based

decision-taking.However, theremaywell be subtle but important distinctions
between the scale of any challenge, the clarity of the signs and symptoms, the
certainty of themanager’s diagnosis, the assuredness of the proposed remedial

action, the prospects for success and the consequences of an unsuccessful
outcome. Hence, there may be no link between the complexity of the

prevailing circumstances and either the appropriateness, or the viability of
recognition-based decision-taking.

Emergent decision-building based on previous experience

Previous experience was also a common basis for decision-making. This

analysis was based on 91 extracts from the total of 577 extracts and examples of
this type of decision-making were also provided by 31 of the 39 interviewees

(79%). In addition, 88% of the ‘general sample’ and 67% of the ‘currently
studying sample’ contributed one or more extract and 17% of the ‘general
sample’ extracts and 11% of the ‘currently studying sample’ extracts could be
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‘indexed’ to this category. Inevitably, there were some situations that could
not be handled in this ‘recognition-based’ way and accordingly, a process of

‘emergent decision-building’, based on previous experience was applied to
construct a single, viable approach which they believed had the features and
characteristics that were necessary to address the organisational situation that

was concerning them.Within the interview transcripts the kinds of words that
the interviewees use to describe this phenomenon were ‘gradual’, ‘evolving’,

‘discovering’, ‘emergent’ and ‘considered’. Some representations of this
generic approach are as follows:

‘It’s more emergent, I think actually, in terms of how I decide things’.

‘It’s really something that did evolve rather than be something which was
seeing an immediate problem and saying ‘Right, yes, we need to do it’.

It is in these kinds of uncertain, or unclear situations that the intervieweesmay

have been expected to adopt amore rational approach to strategic decisions. It
is in this context that evidence from academic research, text books, theory,

ideas, concepts and models, together with formal training and education in
managementmight also be expected to play somekind of part althoughwithin

these interview transcripts there was little evidence of this kind of input. As
part of the emergent decision-building process the interviewees demonstrated
extra-ordinary levels of personal reflection. Within the transcripts the kind of

examples that interviewees provided in support of the general role of their
reflective practices were as follows:

‘It was only when I discovered that, actually it didn’t roll smooth, flow as

smoothly as I expected it to, that I had to start thinking’.
‘I mean, the big influence for me is the ability to reflect’.

‘Experience tells me, that it is, . . . it is useful to rewind the tape and think’.

In addition, there appeared to be both a willingness and an ability to sift
through similar, related experiences and to deconstruct these, so that elements

of a number of experiences could be reconstructed to form an untried, but
potentially viable approach.

Emergent decision-building influenced by personal values

For a significantminority of the interviewees amajor factor in their ‘emergent

decision- building’ was the overt application of a clear set of personal values.
There were 52 extracts from the total of 577 extracts and examples of this type

of decision-making were provided by 21 of the 39 interviewees (54%). In
addition, 67% of the ‘general sample’ and 33% of the ‘currently studying

sample’ contributed one or more extracts and 8% of the ‘general sample’
extracts and 12%of the ‘currently studying sample’ extracts could be ‘indexed’

to this category. These values were used as both a compass to steer by and as a
means of ruling out some potential approaches on the basis that theywould be
unprofessional, culturally unacceptable, or simply not how people should be

treated. Within the transcripts the kind of examples provided by the inter-
viewees were as follows:

‘A lot of it is a personal value’.
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‘So it was quite a difficult situation and our styles and values were
enormously different and it caused me a lot of soul searching’.

‘I’ll talk more about work when there’s a, . . . er . . . something that’s against
my principles or values’.

This is clearly showing how ‘power andpolitics’ as described by Bartlett (2011)

maywell influence the decision-making process and thesemanagers are saying
they are guided in a very positive way by their own personal values against
some of these negative external influences.

Emergent decision-building based on trial and error

Only 41 extracts from the total of 577 extracts were based on trial and error
and examples of this type of decision-making were provided by 16 of the 39

interviewees (41%). In addition, 54% of the ‘general sample’ and 20% of the
‘currently studying sample’ contributed one or more extracts and 6% of the

‘general sample’ extracts and 11% of the ‘currently studying sample’ extracts
could be ‘indexed’ to this category. Some interviewees also showed that an

additional component of the emergent decision-building approach was the
willingness to utilise trial and error, to experiment and to make progress, at

least in the short term, via very small incremental steps whilst closely
monitoring the impact via both hard and soft measures. Klein (1998)

describes this phenomenon as the preference of managers for ‘hedge clipping
to tree felling’. The following are examples of this kind of phenomenon:

‘A lot of it was learning on the job, learning as wewent along. If things didn’t

work out, we’d adjust them, try them again, re-adjust, re-evaluate, that sort
of thing really’.
‘It was a case of testing stuff out, getting new information, making decisions

based on that, trying it differently’.
‘I think this management thing, it’s all about behaviours. It’s difficult to

learn in a book but you have to try different approaches, don’t be afraid to try
something’.

Summary of analysis

In summary, the first point to note is that taking the whole cohort 80% or
more of the interviewees provided extracts relating to themes 1, 2 and 3, over
50% for theme 4 and roughly 40% for theme 5. This suggests the themes were

well represented across interviewees and are thus representative of the sample
as a whole. By considering actual numbers of extracts it would appear that

theme 1 (collaboration with others) is overwhelmingly more prevalent than
any of the others, closely followed by themes 2 and 3 (recognition-based and

previous experience) with 4 and 5 (personal values and trial and error)
considerably less so. The fact that ‘trial and error’ occurred least may well be

related to the fact that managers were asked to reflect on their most
challenging managerial situations, situations in which it might be envisaged

that these types of situation are less likely to require only incremental or
piecemeal changes.When considering the data by level of current educational
engagement it appears that for themes 1, 2 and 3 the contributions were
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reasonably well spread across both samples. However, for both themes 4 and 5
(personal values and trial and error) the extracts were far less well distributed

across fewer people in the ‘currently studying sample’. Thus theme 1 (col-
laboration with others) is most prevalent for the ‘general sample’ whereas
theme 2 (recognition-based) ismost prevalent for ‘currently studying sample’.

Themes 3, 4 and 5 (previous experience, personal values and trial and error)
have reasonably similar weightings in both.

Interpretation of findings and discussion

Having identified from the data five themes and their relative representations

both within and across the both the ‘general sample’ and the ‘currently
studying sample’ the next stage was to interpret these findings in the light of

the existing literature on evidence-based decision- making. This was achieved
by comparing and contrasting the empirical findings from this study with the

framework proposed by Briner and Rousseau (2011) which proposes four
sources of evidence (ES1 – ES4) relevant to evidence-based management
decision-making:

(1) Practitioner expertise and judgment (ES1).
(2) Evidence from the local context (ES2).
(3) Critical evaluation of best available research evidence (ES3).

(4) Perspectives of those who may be affected by the intervention decision
(ES4).

Each of the five themes identified here were examined for ‘fit’ with
the four ‘sources’ listed above by comparing the detailed descrip-
tions in the analysis section of this paper alongside the specific
questions/sources cited earlier in the introduction for theBriner and
Rousseau (2011) framework.

Emergent decision-making in collaboration with others, notably
the influence of fellow professionals, such as peers, colleagues,
bosses, mentors, facilitators and other trusted advisers

Whilst this is similar to ES4 in terms of ‘What alternative explanations and

proposed solutions do others have?’, ES4 refers specifically to ‘those whomay
be affected by the intervention decision’ whereas these interviewees identified
many other people not involved in the challenge as ‘sources of evidence/

information’ who would be involved in a collaborative way. It might also be
considered as somewhat similar to ES1 – practitioner expertise and judgement

but applied to ‘other practitioners’. This provides specific evidence on the
important role of communities of practice as suggested by Lave and Wenger

(1991).
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Recognition-based decision-taking, including decision-making by
what the interviewees described using words such as experience,
instinct, experiential, common sense, subconscious, intuitive,
informal, reactive, immediate, practical

Whilst this is similar to ES1 – practitioner expertise and judgment, the focus of
ES1 is predominantly ‘conscious evaluation’ and as currently formulated
focuses less on the kind of ‘immediate, instinctive, intuitive, sub-conscious’

nature of this type of decision-taking as identified by the interviewees. The
only reference to this in ES1 is ‘what are my hunches?’ but even this implies

cognition rather than instinct, intuition and sub-conscious and this more
‘reflex-based’ decision-taking. This finding therefore supports comments in

the EBM literature suggesting less importance was being given in the EBM
debate to other aspects of managerial decision-making, such as instinct,

intuition and experience (Harrison, 1998; Marks, 2002; Learmonth and
Harding, 2006; Rousseau, 2006; Arndt and Bigelow, 2007; Morrell, 2008;

Reay et al., 2009; Hovmand and Gillespie, 2010) and supports the suggestions
in the decision-making literature of the importance of intuition for strategic
managers (Hodgkinson, et al., 2009).

Emergent decision-building based on personal experience
(including decision- taking by what the interviewees described by
words such as ‘gradual’, ‘evolving’, ‘discovering’, ‘emergent’ and
‘considered’) and on personal reflection (an extensive, largely
unstructured, slightly chaotic and highly intrusive process;
including the deconstruction and subsequent reconstruction of
previous experiences)

Once again, there appears to be some congruence between this type of
‘decision-building’, as described by the interviewees, and ES1 practitioner

expertise and judgment. However, ES1 does not specifically highlight the
deconstruction and reconstruction (Bartlett, 1967) aspects of this type of

decision-building and once again these characteristics were specifically identi-
fied by the interviewees.

Emergent decision-building influenced by personal values,
including ruling out some potential approaches on the basis that
they would be unprofessional, culturally unacceptable, or simply
not how people should be treated

In a general way, this might be regarded as being potentially similar to both

ES1 and ES4, although neither makes any specific reference to ethics. In their
paper, however, Briner et al. (2009: p. 23) suggest ‘the views of stakeholders

and those likely to be affected by the decision would be considered, along with
ethical implications of the decision’. ES1 appears to be clearly about both
practical ‘expertise’ and the critical ‘evaluation’ of options on pragmatic
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grounds. ES4 appears to be clearly about the potential reactions of both those
who will be involved in the implementation of the ‘intervention decision’ and

those who will be ‘affected’ by it. Hence, neither ES1 nor ES4 incorporate the
spirit of that which was specifically identified by the interviewees. This was
that in a very conscious and direct way they used their personal belief and

values system to ‘rule out’ some potential decisions. This finding contributes
to the current debate about the influence of ethics and politics in the EBM

process which has more recently been articulated in the literature (Morrell,
2008; Bartlett, 2011), although contrasting with the findings here, where the

general manager’s own value system is overriding the ‘political’ in a positive
way.

Emergent decision-building based on trial and error; the
willingness to experiment and the willingness to make progress,
at least in the short term, via very small incremental steps

This is not identified in any of Briner et al.’s (2009) evidence sources. This
aspect of practitioner decision-building was not built around either the use of

instinct and intuition or the conscious consideration of approaches from
within the interviewees’ established repertoire. Indeed, the ‘hedge trimming’

approach specifically recognises either that there is little, if any, evidence to
guide either the decision-building or the implementation process or that in

relation to a specific issue, such information is unnecessary. In addition, this
approach to decision-building wittingly accepts that in relation to the identi-

fied issue it will be acceptable to utilise trial and error, to make progress via
very small incremental steps and tomonitor the outcome very closely. Hence,
the essential characteristic of this approach to decision-taking is based around

experimentation rather than the evaluation of evidence.

Discrepant case analysis

There appeared to be very few exceptions in the data to these general findings,

although three types of exception were noted. Firstly, in situations where the
circumstances effectively prevented the interviewee from adopting one of the

five approaches previously mentioned, a small minority showed a willingness
to consult with either academic text books or journal articles to confirm their

sense-making routines, rather than as a source to inform their decision-
making. Two examples of this type were provided, both by the ‘general

sample’. Typical of these are the following extracts:

‘Recently this idea of my view of where the organisation finds itself, at this
moment in time, in terms of merger, tookme back to some of my books and I

went through what ‘So and So’ said about it, to see if it reinforced my
thinking about that, or whether I was . . . completely off at a tangent’.
‘I just use it as a checking process to make sure I’m on the right lines, that I

understand where I’m at’.

Secondly, there were some situations in which a minority of the interviewees
showed a willingness to appropriate the tools and techniques that were
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associated with some theories and models (e.g. SWOT and stakeholder
analysis). Three examples of this type were provided by the general sample

and a further threewere provided by the currentMBA sample. Typical of these
are the following extracts from a ‘currently studying’ interviewee:

‘I mean, we’ve recently been through, . . . I’d say the last assignment that we

did, was . . . verymuch around . . . strategy at a very high level . . . and some of
them . . . I could actually see myself using. Some of them I kind of felt like I
never want to look at this again . . . but other ones . . . were incredibly

practical. I mean for me, in project management, stakeholder analysis is
brilliant’.

Finally, there were other situations in which a small minority of the

interviewees had appeared to appropriate a particular model, but where there
purpose appeared to be to provide a ‘metaphor’ or ‘language’ in which the

work situation could be discussed with those affected. There were three
examples of this type and each was provided by the general sample. Typical of

these are the following extracts, each ofwhich refers to an interviewee’s use of a
particular model:

‘[It] sometimes it helps provide a language for a discussion’.

‘[It] helps me then explain what I, . . . what I might mean, about my own
ideas, to other people. It also helps to start a debate’.

This would appear to suggest that in exceptional circumstances a small

minority of the interviewees were prepared to use ES3 – research evidence,
but only when emergent or recognition-based decision-making failed. Inter-

estingly,most of these exampleswere from the ‘general sample’ of interviewees
who were not currently studying for an MBA. This comparison to the
suggested sources of evidence useful for EBM proposed by Briner and

Rousseau (2011) has shown that on the basis of the evidence provided by
these interviewees, the general management decision-making routine that

falls most clearly and directly within their framework as currently conceptua-
lised, is that of ‘emergent decision-building’ by reference to previous experi-

ence (ES1). There is only a very small amount of evidence that research
evidence (ES3) is used. In addition, the data has provided evidence for some

general management decision-making routines that could not be easily or
obviously located within the Briner-Rousseaumodel andwhich suggest either

the use of additional/alternative sources of evidence (e.g. personal values) or
the use of an already cited evidence source in a different context (ES1 from
other practitioners).

Conclusions

This research sought to address the questions ‘What kind of ‘evidence’ do

senior general managers currently use in their decision-making and is this
influenced by current engagement in anMBA program’. The findings showed

that, when confronted with some of their most significant challenges,
experienced, senior general managers most often used ‘evidence’ acquired
from fellow professionals (internal and external to their organisation) and
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that their second-most preferred formof ‘evidence’ was their own intuition or
instinct. Personal experience and personal values were of next importance and

research evidence only used minimally. Interestingly, in this study, the
managers currently studying towards an MBA tended to use intuition the
most, whilst those not currently studying towards an MBA used fellow

professionals the most. However, both samples used these approaches far
more than research evidence. The finding that where research evidence was

used it was mostly by those not currently study for an MBA is particularly
interesting. Indeed, it had been anticipated that those currently study for an

MBA would show a greater preference for utilising research evidence and this
group of interviewees had been specifically chosen to maximise that chance.

These are interesting findings in that they do generally support Rousseau’s
suggestion that: ‘ . . . managers, including those with MBAs, continue to rely
largely on personal experience, to the exclusion of more systematic know-

ledge’ and ‘lacking shared scientific knowledge to add weight to an evidence-
based decision, managers commonly rely on other bases (e.g. experience,

formal power, incentives and threats) when making decisions . . .’ Rousseau
(2006: p. 257). However, given its specific inclusion of individuals who were

currently studying for an MBA, this study might suggest that it is not
necessarily the ‘lacking of shared scientific knowledge’ that is the reason,

but simply that preference is given to intuition and peer collaboration.
The finding that intuition was the most (‘currently studying sample’), or

second-most (‘general sample’) form of evidence again provides support for
the literature that claims that instinct, intuition and experience are (wrongly)
given less importance than the more positivist, quantitative types of research

evidence in the EBM literature (Harrison, 1998; Marks, 2002; Learmonth and
Harding, 2006; Rousseau, 2006; Arndt and Bigelow: 2007;Morrell, 2008; Reay

et al., 2009; Hovmand and Gillespie, 2010) and that the more recent, broader
conceptualisation of EBM (Briner et al., 2009) is more appropriate. The

findings from this study also suggest that the Briner frameworkmight usefully
be extended to include ‘peer expertise and judgement’ and ‘personal values’.

Traditionally,management has been thought to follow the ‘craft’model where
learning is through observing and emulating the behaviour of master practi-
tioners, perhaps it is a more advanced version of this that is seen here in this

study when the most often used ‘evidence’ is that from fellow professionals/
peers. The early definitions of EBM sat clearly in the alternate training model

mode – that of the scientific model where people are encouraged to be
sceptical, ask for evidence and apply critical analysis. Perhaps it is nowpossible

to acknowledge a more mature form of EBM which will bring positive
outcomes in terms of enhanced organisational effectiveness, which incorp-

orates both modes (craft and scientific), defines ‘evidence’ in the broadest
terms and to coin a phrase no longer ‘throws the baby (intuition and

experience) out with the bath water’! There is now a need for research to
build on this small scale qualitative study in order to provide more ‘evidence’
(as opposed to opinion) on the use of EBMby senior, generalmanagers ideally

using methodologies which will provide more objective measures of behav-
iour such as observation, diaries, etc. and larger scale quantitative studies to

draw any conclusions about the managerial population as a whole. Two
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specific aspects worth pursuing further are: i) What is the possible interplay
between the role of personal values and scientific research evidence, do they

tend to be in opposing positions or might they more generally align? ii) How
does the kind of ‘evidence’ that general managers use change over time as they
become more experienced and/or educated managers?

This study has shown that, in the main, senior general managers report
utilising only one of the four main sources of evidence for management

decision-making proposed by Briner and Rousseau (2011): practitioner
expertise and judgment. Whilst it is acknowledged that this is an important

and valued source of evidence it is not the only one that could be considered.
Rynes et al. (2007) showed in a survey of 959HR professionals that more than

50% either disagreed with the usefulness of, or did not know about research
findings in certain specific areas. This would suggest that in order to gainmore
of the espoused benefits of evidence-based management general managers

could consider using more evidence from the local context, critically evalu-
ating best research evidence such as that available from systematic reviews and

academic journals and using information and views gained from those who
may be affected by the decisions such as employees and managers. Zanardelli

(2012) as a practicing, evidence-based, senior manager (a CEO) suggests that
ongoing management development, regular reading of books and articles

based on scientific evidence, the use of logic models to lay out critical
information and assumptions relevant to managerial decisions, and quality

relationshipswith local Universities and their faculty are helpful in promoting
evidence-based decision-making. Developing easy access points to research
evidence, establishing research-findings reading groups and using social

media to link managers and researchers might also be beneficial (Speicher-
Bocija and Adams, 2012). Given that collaborating with peers has been shown

to be so important to managers’ decision-making, providing the managers
currently studying towards an MBA with networking opportunities is an

important component of MBA courses and an aspect to be promoted. A view
perhaps supported by Hay (2006) whose study of 35 MBA graduates showed

that ‘exposure to different industries, organisations and international cul-
tures’ was the second most important benefit of an MBA. This paper has
provided an overview of some of the current academic thinking on the

practice of evidence-based management, and through a comparison with
current practice of senior general managers illustrated, firstly, ways in which

current academic thinking may not incorporate each of the sources of
evidence/information in use by senior general managers and secondly, ways

in which managers may be able to enhance their business practice by utilising
more sources of evidence. As such, this study provides useful data froma small

sample of senior general managers when making decisions in relation to their
most challenging managerial situations.
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