Something to Think About

The Dawning of the Practitioner Scientist
Lately, I have been thinking a lot about my professional identity, and the term that people use to describe me, which is ‘scientist-practitioner’.  Someone who is considered to be a scientist-practitioner, reads original research, does research and focuses on addressing questions and problems that are typically related to the practice community.  Of course, that does not mean that all the research someone like me engages in is automatically seen as ‘relevant’, because some of it is done for purely scientific purposes.  In reality, very little work that I do is pure ‘R” and most is more “D” in terms of the balance between R&D. 

Related to the above distinction or label, what I have also been thinking about is our propensity as human beings to use dichotomies to explain the world around us.  For example, we have leaders vs. managers, dynamic environments vs. stable, strengths vs. weaknesses, positivity vs. negativity, small vs. large firms, individualist vs. collectivists, etc.  I believe that we use such dichotomies because it seems to offer us some false sense that we can explain the world more neatly and better. 
The same use of dichotomies seems to be true when it comes to the words academic vs. practice. I find that at every conference I go to, the academics like to say what they do vs. those practitioners, and the practitioners like to say what they do vs. the academics. This discussion always reminds me of the study done where groups were assigned to the blue eyes and green eyes groups.  If you had green eyes you were told not to like the blue and vice versa. Within a short amount of time there was rampant discrimination with those in vs. out group members (depending on your eye color). 
So let me take the label that is often applied to me and simply create the mirror image by calling it a practitioner-scientist. This in my view is somewhere along the ‘continuum’ from scientist-practitioner and would be in my opinion, the ideal label for every manager. With this new distinction to work with, I would describe a practitioner scientist as someone running something, but doing so in a way that applies science to the decisions and actions taken. Indeed, a practitioner scientist knows enough to interpret good science and would never use tests or surveys that had not been proven valid. The practitioner-scientist would demand evidence before deploying a new process or methodology and would likely set up a pilot test and/or experiment to make sure a new way of doing things works before investing substantial resources into what might have been simply their best guess. Of course, I’m not suggesting that every manager go out and get a Ph.D. degree. No way, I don’t need the competition! Rather, I am simply suggesting that managers learn enough about what good science entails to challenge the litany of half truths I oftentimes see in sales presentations and brochure ware. 

Let me give you some interesting evidence from an article I came across a few weeks back, which I have been sharing with everyone who will listen.  The article is entitled, “Do Business School Professors Make Good Executive Managers?” I have in fact just realized that I have unconsciously changed the title by inserting ‘Better’ for ‘Good’.  The authors of this article examined those CEOs who were at one point in academic positions and matched them to CEOs in similar organizations and industries to test which organizations performed better.  In order to perform these tests, the authors went to Dun and Bradstreet and identified firms run by former business school professors and came up with 217. They then when back to Dun and Bradstreet and created a matched sample of organizations based on industry, size of organization, etc. Company performance was based on revenues divided by membership, which correlates very highly with ROA, ROE and net worth. 
The authors reported that companies run by former business school professors performed significantly better then the matched sample. YES! Spike the ball. Dancing in the end zone! Sorry, it is just so sweeeeeeeeeeeeeeet!

In addition, the authors reported that the length of time professors spent in the academic system did correlate with the magnitude of the difference with more seniority being associated with less difference. So if you stay too long in academia, well you may not be as effective a CEO.  
One can conclude that it appears that professors should don the pin stripe suits and get on with righting corporate America, or Corporate Saudi Arabia, or corporate Japan or, well all corporations based on the results of this study. They should also not stay too long in the academy.
Rather than rub in these results any further then I already have, let me suggest why these findings could provide a platform for us branding our work on leadership development as being focused on developing the practitioner-scientist.   You should insert ahead of each of the bullets Business School Professors

· Are taught to think in ways that determine cause and effect, which is the basis for scientific inquiry.

· Typically have a theory that provides guidance or boundaries regarding what they choose to test and not to test, saving time, energy and resources.

· Believe and understand statistical probabilities and can systematically determine what are chance effects and things that really work. 

· Know what it means to validate measures and methods before they would use them in operations.

· Think abstractly about different possibilities that they then can formulate ways to systematically test. 

· Are used to being challenged by peers as part of the scientific inquiry process. 

· Are driven towards understanding the truth as opposed to coming up with a solution that happens to work.

· Generally learn to work with others from multiple generations, and see how differences manifest in the way people behave. 
· Will be more trusted for the reasons mentioned above, especially because they are more open to critical peer review and therefore more transparent in dealings with others. 

What I have described above can be used as a basis for designing a curriculum that helps to develop the practitioner scientist. The practitioner-scientist would seek to approach challenges and opportunities by acting like professors bringing their academic acumen to the business table.  It is my belief, that we should be teaching our MBAs and administrators about the science behind what we know to be true about managerial and leadership best practices. A step in this direction is the work that has gone on in the area of quality and lean. Each of these areas requires a discipline to approaching problems that is far more systematic then we oftentimes teach in business schools. 
