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My assumptions: Management (and 
other) professionals should…

 …do stuff that addresses important 
business/organizational problems and 
opportunities (rather than trivial issues)

 …do stuff that is more likely to work (rather 
than stuff that is unlikely work or has little 
effect)

 Do you agree?  If so, how are we going to do 
that?
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Outline

1. What is evidence-based anything?

2. What is evidence-based management?

3. How do you do it?

4. Why do we need it?  Understanding and overcoming 
barriers to better-informed decision-making

5. What is the role of evidence-based management in 
different organizations (political, government, 
municipalities, third sector)?

6. Some conclusions
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PART 1: WHAT IS EVIDENCE-BASED 
ANYTHING?
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Why do evidence-based practice (in any 
field)?

 Decisions about are important problems/opportunities and most likely 
solutions should be based on the best available evidence

 Evidence means any relevant information/data

– Scientific findings

– Organizational/context data

– Professional expertise

– Stakeholder concerns/perceptions

 All practitioners always use evidence in their decisions on evidence but

– Pay limited attention to quality and relevance of evidence

– Use limited sources and types of evidence

– Are easily pushed off track when trying to make better-informed decisions

 We always use evidence – but that’s not the same as adopting an 
evidence-based approach
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Where did the idea of evidence-based 
practice come from?  Yes, it’s a ‘thing’!

 1990 Medicine

 1998 Education

 1998 Probation service

 1999 Housing policy

 1999 Social care

 1999 Regeneration policy and practice

 2000 Nursing

 2000 Criminal justice

 2005 Management?
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More materials available online 
www.cebma.org
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Why evidence-based management of 
organizations?

 For our organizations to function effectively we 
need to make better-informed decisions -
therefore evidence-based management

 For evidence-based professionals working in our 
organizations (e.g., doctors, police officers, 
policy-makers, educators, social workers) they 
also need to be managed in an evidence-based 
way – for example:

– Are professionals roles designed in ways that 
facilitate or inhibit evidence-based practice?

– Are professionals given access to the evidence they 
need to be evidence-based?
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PART 2: WHAT IS EVIDENCE-BASED 
MANAGEMENT?
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Question for you

 Write down what you think “evidence-based 
practice” in management means?  Please talk 
to person next to you for one minute.

23



24

What is evidence-based practice

 It is the
– conscientious (effort, 

tunnollinen)
– explicit (clarity, eksplisiittinen) and
– judicious (making judgement of reliability, tekeminen

tuomion luotettavuus)
– use of evidence from multiple sources to 
– increase the likelihood of a favourable outcome by
– taking a structured/stepped approach

 About the process

 Not about certainties but probabilities (X is more 
likely to work than Y or doing nothing)
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Used first 
to identify 
problem or 
opportunity 
and if one 
identified…

Then used 
to identify 
possible 
solution or 
intervention
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PART 3: HOW DO YOU DO IT?
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An example: Employee engagement

 Everybody knows what employee 
engagement (työntekijöiden sitoutuminen) 
is…right?

 Very popular management/human resources 
idea

 Used by many medium-large sized 
organizations and seen as driver of employee 
performance

 A bit like commitment, a bit like satisfaction, 
who knows?
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Example of employee engagement (EE)

 Suppose you and your organization and 
senior management team believe that low EE 
is somehow a problem in your organization

 And because it is you should measure or look 
at your EE scores and attempt to increase 
‘low’ scores somehow

 How would you (a) approach this problem 
and (b) identify a solution from an 
evidence-based practice approach?
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Element 1: Practitioners’ professional
expertise

 Identifying the problem

– Have I/we seen EE problems before?  What happened?
– Based on our experience, is the level of EE a problem?
– What do I/we believe about causes and consequences of 

low EE?

 Identifying solution (only if EE is a problem)

– Have I/we seen EE interventions before?  What 
happened?

– What do I/we believe about EE interventions?
– Based on our experience, is the level of EE here a 

problem?  What are costs & benefits of intervening?

How relevant and applicable and trustworthy is my/our 
expertise?
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Element 2: Organizational data

 Identifying the problem

– What actually is the EE level?

– Are our measures of EE valid and reliable?

– Do data show that low EE is causing problems?

 Identifying solution (only if EE is a problem)

– What attempts to enhance EE are currently in place and 
are they working?

– Are there relationships between EE and other data?  
Employee type?  Shift?  

– Does cost/benefit indicate if increasing EE is worth it?

How relevant and applicable and trustworthy are our 
organizational data?
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Element 3: Scientific literature

 Identifying the problem
– What are the average rates of EE in my sector and 

location – is the level here ‘low’?
– What does systematically reviewed scientific evidence 

suggest are the problems with low EE?

 Identifying solution (only if EE is a problem)
– What does research evidence from systematic reviews of 

scientific evidence suggest are major causes of low EE?
– What does research evidence from systematic reviews of 

scientific evidence tell us about interventions to increase 
EE?

How relevant and applicable and trustworthy are 
the scientific findings?
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Element 4: Stakeholders values and 
concerns

 Identifying the problem

– How do employees feel about and view the EE ‘problem’?

– Do they see negative consequences?

– What do managers think about the problem?

– Do customers or clients or service users have a view?

 Identifying solution (only if EE is a problem)

– How do employees feel about and view the solutions?

– What do managers think about the solutions?

– What alternative explanations and proposed solutions do others 
have?

How relevant and applicable and trustworthy is evidence 
about stakeholder concerns?
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Your thoughts…

 Is it do-able?

 How long would it take?

 Is it worth it?
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Choosing a restaurant analogy

 You arrive in a large city in Europe you don’t 
know at 1800 on a Tuesday evening

 You really really really enjoy food and eating 
in restaurants

 How would decide which restaurant to book?

1. Which sources of evidence?

2. Are they reliable?

3. Would you use them?
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The basics of evidence-based practice

 Are you more or less likely to get a good 
meal if you…

– Use some versus no evidence?

– Use multiple sources of evidence versus one 
source

– Use the information with awareness of its level of 
trustworthiness versus using it without 
awareness of its level of trustworthiness

52



53

The HUGE challenge or paradox of 
evidence-based management

 Seems nobody really disagrees with 
evidence-based practice in principle

 So why isn’t it happening much (or at all)?

 It’s the barriers
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PART 4: WHY DO WE NEED IT?  
UNDERSTANDING AND OVERCOMING 
BARRIERS TO BETTER-INFORMED 
DECISION-MAKING
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What gets in the way of evidence-based 
practice in general?

 Misconceptions of EBP

 Individual and group cognitive 
biases

 Fads, fashions & (some) 
consultancies

 Managers incentivized away from 
evidence-based practice

 Individual and group cognitive biases

 Organizational politics/power

 Poor logic models/theories of change

 Over-claiming about the quality and 
quantity of evidence (critical appraisal 
essential)

 Pre-enlightenment views

 Not necessarily a lack of or poor 

evidence – it’s about the best 
available evidence and a process

 A lack of focus on a specific and well-
identified problem (or opportunity)

 Contexts in which practitioners’ 
practice is not evaluated (it doesn’t 
matter what they do)

 Good intentions (road to hell paved 
with)

 Erroneous belief that we already are
evidence-based (or evidence-based 
enough)

 Access to only some sources/types of 
evidence

 The perceived need for speed

 Crude benchmarking
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Example barrier 1: Some general 
misconceptions of EBMgt

 Practitioners can’t use their experience and 
expertise - nope

 Evidence tells you the truth and can prove 
things - nope

 It’s about making perfectly-informed decisions 
using all the necessary information - nope

 Gathering the evidence will give you The 
Answer – nope

 We’re doing it already – possibly but unlikely –
we always use evidence but that’s not EBP
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Three likely key differences between EBP 
and what we already do…

1. Approach to use of evidence
– Conscientious: Persevere, be diligent, build capacity and 

capability
– Explicit: Share, discuss, write down, capture
– Judicious: Judge quality, don’t automatically trust, put 

probability on it, focus on best evidence

2. Multiple sources
– To triangulate and cross-check
– To contextualize and make sense and better use of evidence 

from other sources

3. A structured and stepped approach
– Get evidence for possible problems/opportunities first only then 

consider evidence for possible solutions
– We are easily distracted and pushed off course
– Many individual and organizational obstacles - structure can help
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Example barrier 2: Individual and group 
cognitive biases

 System 1 and System 2 thinking

– System 1 – fast, emotional, low effort, use of 
cognitive short-cuts, ‘that’s cool’, ‘wow’ moments

– System 2 – slow, more critical reasoning, higher 
effort

 We are ‘hardwired’ to make fast System 1 
decisions – which is good for most everyday 
decisions

 Not good for larger more complicated and 
more important decisions
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Visual biases too: Some classic optical 
illusions
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Thinking (too) fast…

A bat and ball cost one Euro and ten cents. 
The bat costs a Euro more than the ball. How 
much does the ball cost?
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Error and biases in problem-solving and 
decision-making – some examples

 Confirmation bias: Tendency to interpret and search for 
information consistent with one’s prior beliefs

 Hindsight bias: Tendency to see past events as being more 
predictable than they were before the event occurred

 Loss aversion: Tendency to prefer avoiding losses than to 
acquiring gains

 Anchoring effect: Tendency to rely too heavily or over-
emphasize one piece of information (e.g., restaurant wine lists, 
large reductions in price in sales)

 Framing effect: Drawing different conclusions from exactly the 
same information presented in different ways (e.g., would you 
prefer a ready meal that’s “85% fat free” or “15% fat”?)

 Meta-cognitive bias: The belief we are immune from such biases
66
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Example barrier 3: Management fads and 
fasions

 ‘New’ and ‘exciting’ ideas practices and 
techniques

 Adopted quickly and widely across many 
countries and types of organizations

 Can strongly shape what organizations do 
(and do not do)

 Tend to disappear after a few years to be 
replaced by…another ‘new’ and ‘exciting’ idea
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Fads and fashions get in the way of 
evidence-based practice

 Fads get in the way of clear and critical thinking

 Encourage solutioneering – identifying a ‘problem’ 
by the absence of the ‘solution’ (e.g., the problem is 
we don’t do emotional intelligence training, we need 
to increase our engagement scores, we don’t have a 
talent management strategy)

 Fads as interventions may be effective but

– Are not the panaceas they often claim to be

– Even if they work, effect may not be large

– May be no more effective than existing interventions

– Can be harmful

– Over-applied – to all organizations and problems
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Why do managers and organizations buy 
management fads and fashions?

 Because they are human…

 Do you have a kitchen cupboard containing 
kitchen equipment which you bought but 
very rarely use?
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Example barrier 4: Managers incentivized 
away from evidence-based practice

ESPOUSED GOALS

 Do what works (but few 
evaluations)

 Help organization fulfil its 
mission

 Make well-informed decisions

 Identify and solve important 
problems

 Do the right thing

 Treat everyone equally

 Speak truth to power(?)

REAL INCENTIVES

 Get ‘stuff’ done

 Get ‘stuff’ done fast

 Avoid trouble

 Fix political or presenting 
problems

 Meet targets

 Do what gets measured

 Style over substance

 Favour those who help 
advance personal goals
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Summary so far

 Evidence-based practice in management is 
about using the best available evidence from 
multiple sources to identify problems and 
solutions

 Management as a profession or the functions 
within it are not particularly evidence-based yet

 There are many barriers to evidence-based 
practice such as…
– Misconceptions of EBP
– Cognitive biases
– Fads, fashions and (some) consultancies
– Managers’ incentives
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PART 5: WHAT IS THE ROLE OF 
EVIDENCE-BASED MANAGEMENT IN 
DIFFERENT ORGANIZATIONS 
(POLITICAL, GOVERNMENT, 
MUNICIPALITIES, THIRD SECTOR)?
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Politicians and governments

 Often greater transparency in and scrutiny of decision-
making than in private sector (conscientious, explicit, 
judicious) so evidence-based management fits well

 Politicians (like all professionals) may be incentivized by 
other things (in this case power and re-election)

 What politicians, policy-makers, civil servants, advisors, 
and citizens want may be very different – hard to balance

 Evidence-based policy-making particularly important 
because

– Spending taxpayers money

– Government policies often tied to psychological, physical and 
economic well-being
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Third sector

 Charities may face the ‘road to hell paved with 
good intentions’ problem

– Perception of a bad social or ethical problem – often 
connected to individual or social well-being

– Strong good intentions, desire to help and to just ‘do 
something’ – will lead to poor decision-making

 Spending money donated by the public and 
government – should not waste it

 Partly why evidence-based philanthropy 
movement has evolved
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PART 6: SOME CONCLUSIONS
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Why does evidence-based management 
matter?

 It matters if we want our organizations to be 
more effective and less wasteful

 It matters if we want to support professionals 
in organizations to be evidence-based in their 
own practice

 It matters even more for organizations in the 
public and third sector who are spending the 
public’s money and are involved in doing 
good and avoiding harm
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What’s the point of evidence-based 
practice?

 EBP is not about the evidence itself but rather something to 

help us…

– …do stuff that addresses important business/organizational/social 

problems and opportunities (rather than trivial issues)

– …do stuff that is more likely to work (rather than stuff that is 

unlikely work or has little effect)

 Evidence-based practice is also ethically-based practice as

– Maximizes chances of doing good

– Minimizes chances of doing harm

– Takes into account the values (including ethical) of stakeholders a 

key part of the evidence picture
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Questions? Comments? Thoughts?

r.briner@gmail.com

Rob B Briner

www.cebma.org


