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TOWARD A MODEL OF THE RESEARCH FACTORS
ASSOCTATED WITH SIGNIFICANT RESEARCH OUTCOMES

Abstract

Threo models with the potential to explain significant organizational
tesearch outcomes were proposed and tested. Fifty-six organizational
ccholats were surveyed about one signifilcant and one not-so-sfgnificant
research project. The findings identified several reported factors that

* S
occurred prior to and during research projects that were related to rescarch

outcomes, The Ambidextrous model, which includes both organic and mechanistic
rescvarch characteristics, differentiated significant trom not-so-signilicant

. research better than the Davis and Antecedents models.
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TOWARD A MODEL OF THE RESEARCH FACTORS
ASSOCIATED WLTH SIGNIFICANT RESFARCH OUTCOMES

How do organization scholars become engaged in significant resecarch? Why
do some research projects yield innovative and significant increments to
knowledge, while nther projects yield outcomes that seem dull and routine?
These questions are difficult to answer. Significant research may be an
outcome of investigator creativity (Vessels, 1982), family background (Berry,
1981), research productivity (Jauch and Glueck, 1975), the institutional
context (Manis, 195); Glueck and Deich, 1972; Lambright and Teich, 1981), or
chance opportunity (Campbell, Daft and Hulin, 1982). Some questions ahout
stpnificant research may not be analyzable, such as how projects originate in
the intuitive and idiosyncratic cognitive processes of investigators.
Whatever the explanation, differences in reseavch innovativeness and
significance do occur, and these differences are recognized by journal
referees and other scholars (Gottfredson, 1978).

The research in this paper was undertaken to explore the antecedents and
activities associated with significant organizational research. The research
was undertaken to accomplish two goals. First, the findings will test
alternative theoretical models for explaining the rescearch process.
Systematic research has become a widespread phenomenon in our society.
Research is undertaken within business firms, universities, government
agencies, and RSD organizations (Pelz and Andrews, 1976), and a stream of
rescarch has been devoted to the self reflective understanding of rescarch
activitles and processces (Andrews, 1979). This literature is the source of
the underlying ideas from which three theoretical models are developed to

tocus our rescarch inquiry. The models identify the basis for differenctating
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organizational researchers.

mayv accrue to research users.

designers and policy makers.

significant from nonsignificant research.

Scholars make

projects to undertake and which to ignore.

likelihood for innovative outcomes.

A criticism of organlzation research is that it

The findings are used to refine

theoretical understanding of organizational rescarch.

The second goal for this research pertuains to practical outcomes inr

choices about which research

These decisions weigh the

potential significance and publishability of research outcomes. After

resceateh Is published, there fs continuing concern with signiticance--by
journal referees; by journal editors; by promotion and tenure committees; by
colleagues and other scholars doing research on the topic. These evaluati

come after the fact, when it is too late to alter the research to enhance its

A potential side benefit from better knowledge of the research process

has Tittle application to the management of organizations (Beyer and Trice,
1982). Organizations have become a dominant fixture on the social landscape.
Our orypanizational world is becoming increasingly crowded (Lawrence and Dyer,
1982; Leavitt, Dill, and Eyring, 1973). Any contribution to the theoretical

understanding of the process by which organizations can be successfully

studied may also help make research outcomes relevant to organization

Reasons for Significant Research
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of Nobel prize winning scientists, for example, reveals that these scientists
came from upwardly mobile professional or business families (Berry, 1981;
Silver, 1983). These scientists were influenced early in their life by models
of parental achievement. Nobel prize winners in literature, by contrast, were
likely to have a social background that included a poor family with low social
status. Other research indicates that peoplce who produce creative research
have characteristics typically associated with creative people. These
characteristics include openness to surroundings, self esteem, fluency,
curiosity, independence, and autonomy (Vessels, 1982; Stein, 1982). Other
factors associated with human creativity are right-left brain integration
(Mceyers, 1982), and personality characteristics such as effectance motivatlion,
conceptual complexity, and deductive-analytical ability (Pearlman, 1983).

The other path toward explaining research significance has been to
examine contextual factors that impinge upon the research process. Factors
that have been studied include the incentives available to the researcher for
undertaking the research (Campbell, Daft, and Hulin, 1982), the rescarch
procedures (Cottfredson, 1978), the source of research ideas (Jauch and
Glueck, 1975), and the extent of paradigm development within the resecarch
discipline (Pfeffer, et al., 19/7). Other variables pertain to the nature of
the rescarch problem, such as the extent to which it is applied versus
theoretical (Gotttredson, 1978; Campbell, et al., 1982), and the extent to
which the rescarch idea produces unexpected variations in the understanding of
traditional conceprs (Davis, 1971; Moynihan and Mehrabian, 1981).

The researon reported In this paper takes the path of research context
tither than fndividual Jiffevences,  Individual differences are fmportaint to
signiticant rescarch outcomes, but they are often confounded with contextual

factors,  Also, social background and cognitive ditterences are not things
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over which rescarchers have control. Learning about the personality of
prominent scientists can help explain scientific achievements, but will not
help other rescarchers Jearn to ldentify ifmportant problems or adopt behavior
patterns that will improve the significance of their own work. The literature
suggests three models of rescarch context, each pertaining to a different
aspect of the rescarch process. The models are referred to respectively as
the Davis model, the Antecedents model, and the Ambidextrous model. These
models provide a theoretical basis for exploring research context while
controlling for differences in creativity and cognitive characteristics of

favestigators,

Davis Model

Davis proposcd that sociological contributions were considered
significant because they were "interesting.” Davis argued that the impact and
signiticance of a theory had little to do with empirical procedures,
verifiability, or its relationship to absolute truth., Indeed, he argued that
easily verifiable ideas arc soon forgotten. A publication is considered great
simply because the work is interesting.

bavis (1971) defined interesting work as having the quality of denying
some assumptions of the audience. If no assumptions are denied, the theory
will he seen as obvious, as rvestating old ideas., 1f all assumptions are
denied, then the theory is seen as unbelievable or irrelevant. The theory
must be in the middle with respect to readers' assumptions. The theory must
difter modestly from readers' assumptions in order to surprise and intrigue.

Davis identified twelve characteristics of sociological theories that

were related to significance and impact in the sociological literature. These
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characteristics are also applicable to the outcomes of organizational
research.
1. Organization: What scems to be a disorganized and unstructured
phenomenon is in reality a well structured phenomenon, or vice versa.
2. Composition: What seem to be heterogeneous phenomena are actually
composed of a single element, or vice versa.
3. Abstraction: What seems to be an individual-level phenomenon is in
reality a social system phenomenon, or vice versa.
4. Generalization: What seems to be a local phenomenon is in reality a
general phenomenon, or vice versAa.
5. Stabilization: What scems to be a stable and unchanging phenomenon is

in reality an unstable and changing phenomenon, or vice versa.

6. Function: What seems to be a phenomenon that functions ineffectively
as a means for attainment of an end is in reality a phenomenon that
functions elfectively, or vice versa.

7. Evaluation: What scems to be a bad phenomenon is in reality a good
phenomenon, or vice versa.

8. Co-relation: What seem to be independent phenomena are in reality

correlated phenomena, or vice versa.

O
.

Co-existence:  What seem to be phenomena which can exist together are

in realfty phenomena which cannot exist together, or vice versa,

10, Co-variation: What seems to be a positive co-variation between
phenomena is in reality a negative co-variation between phenomern or
vice versa,

L. tpposition:  What scems to be nearly identical phenomena are in

reality opposite phenomena, or vice versa.




R

12. Causation: What seems to be the independent vuriable in a causal

relation is in reality the dependent variable, or vice versa.

These characteristics represent a model of research significance bhased
upon the relationship between the research outcomes and the current state of
understanding in the field. An important aspect of this model is that
investigator motivation, creativity, and procedures are not important.
Research is significant simply because the outcome convincingly denies

assumptions on the part of the audience so the findings are considered novel

and interesting.

Our hypothesis based on the Davis model 1s as follows:

Hypothesis }: Significant organizational research outcomes
wi{lT posscss one or more of the twelve characteristics

identified by Davis.

Partial support for the hypothesis is contained in the specific examples
of significant research provided by Davis to illustrate the twelve categories
(Davis, 1971). oOther rescarch that has evaluated research outcomes has found
that perceived quality of published research is positively associated with
originality and moving the field ahead, and is negatively associated with
routine, trivial problems, routine data grinding, and research of little

Intervst (Gottfredson, 1978).

Antecedents Model

The Antecedents model 1is concerned with the beginning of rescarch
projects, This perspective coutrasts with the Davis model's focus on the
[inal research product. The Antecedents model suggests that significant

research may be traced to conditions at the research beginning. This

perspective 1s influenced by the early work of Manis (1951) and Pelz and
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Andrews (1966), and also draws upon more recent findings by Campbell, ct al.,
(1982) and Gottfredson (1978). The argument here is that initial factors
determine whether the research question is likely to lead to significant
outcomes. The research beginnings include conditions within the
investigator's institution, the interpersonal contacts that spark the rescarch
question, the incentives motivating the researcher to undertake the project,
and the goal of the rescarch as perceived by the investigator. The literature
does not provide an explicit statement about the best antecedents, but
rescarch findings do suggest five trends that are integrated into the
Antecedents model. These trends are reflected in Hypotheses 2-6.

Hypothesis 2: Significant research begins under supportive
institutional conditions.

Supportive conditions include resources and research grants (Andrews,
1979; Manis, 1951), institutional size and research eminence, adequate
physical facilities, and an internal climate that supports research
productivity (Manis, 1951; Pelz and Andrews, 1976). Positive institutional
condftions cnable and reinforce behavior that leads to significant rescarch
outcomes. Financial grants, research assistance, and a supportive climate all
enable the rescarcher to pursue ideas without having to use up energy in basic
resource acquisition and maintenance activities.

Hypothesis 3: Significant research ideas bhegin as a
convergence from several sources rather than from a single
source.

The argument for Hypothesis 3 is that good research begins from diversity
and the linking together of different lines of thought that are combined in

novel and nonlinear ways. This diversity was recognized in the laboratory by

Pelz and Andrews (1976). Investigators surveyed in the Campbell, et 2l. study
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(1982) reported that good projects offen started as the chance convergence of
a research idea with exposure to a new method, and perhaps access to a
rescarch site. Research that begins from a single source, such as a journal

. article or as an auswer to the next logical question from a traditional

research stream, tends to produce outcomes that are less significant.

Pelz and Andrews (1976) also reported that the communication patterns of

PR N Y

successful investigators displayed frequent contacts with colleagues from

diverse specialties and technical functions. Campbell, et al. (1982) argued

that significant research was the result of involvement in the physical and
social world of organizations. Investigators who stayed in their offices and ié'
- had limited communications produced less slgnificant outcomes. Campbell,

- et al. advised that the appropriate way to begin research was through wide l

exposure and diverse experiences that included visits to organizations,

interactions with students and colleagues, listening to managers, and in other

o B T

ways having diverse communications outside the purely academic resources of
books and journals.
Hypothesis 4: Significant research begins with a focus on

theoretical explanation rather than on the application of
research methods.

PP e

Hypothesis 4 is concerned with whether the research project is theory

- based or method based. Campbell, et al., found that when investigators

undertook a project with a desire for theoretical explanation, the research

vutcome tended to be more significant., Many studies, however, originated for

L A

nontheoretical reasons, such as the availability nf a data base or the desire

to apply a new research technique to a problem. These projects did not focus

on theoretical understanding, and the outcomes were perceived as less <
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‘- significant., Research designed to simply exploit or grind data also tended tro ::

.
® »

be less significant (Gottfredson, 1978).

- )
- N )
“ Hypothesis 5: Significant research begins with a research h=
- question that has relevance to the world of organizations \
hl o
« or to the academic world. pt
- Hypothesis 5 may seem obvious, but a number of research questions arc 0
f asked in response to narrow academic interests., Campbell, et al. (1982) found :j
N hy
that studies undertaken to solve a problem that was considered high priority <>
. ':.u
C- within the discipline tended to be more significant., Manis (1951) found that X
‘ ~1‘
: research undertaken to test academic theory tended to be more relevant than o
research which was not designed to test theory. Gottfredson (1978) found that ;
s A
-\ : : " " [ (1) s .-.
) research characterized as not answering the "who cares” or "so what” questions .
A .
- --_
= did not produce outcomes of high quality. One aspect of relevance is that the R
) .
rescearch can be anchored in the practical world as well as the academic world. 3
e A number of significant studies explored by Campbell, et al. began with the -
Ty desire to solve a real world problem. The solution to the real world problem -
"I f g
o was accomplished in a way that revealed new theoretical knowledge about Iy
. organizations. =
. Hypothesis 6: Significant research begins with the goal of '3
making A contribution to knowledge rather than to provide he
- short term returns to the investigator. -
-- “: .
- Hypothesis 6 is based on the goal of the investigator and the incentives i
v
g for undertaking the research project, which were associated with research -
. » "
. quality in the Campbell, et al. (1982) findings. Several respondents reported ,:
L. -
K -
. undertaking a study for short term expedience, including the opportunity to Q
- et a quick publication, to earn money through a research contract, the need -
- to tultill obligatfons on a rescarch contract, or the desire for promotion and -
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tenure.  When goals of expedience were identified, the research tended to be
less stgnificant. Juvestigator goals of making a theoretical contribution to
the tield of organfzations, and goals of not responding to short term
expediencies, tended to lead to research rated high in significance.

To briefly summarize the Antecedents model, several ideas in the
literature suggest that the beginnings of the research process may plant the
scads that eventually grow into significant versus nonsignificant rescarch
outcomes. Antecedents to significant research are hypothesized to include
positive institutional conditions, diverse idea sources and widespread
communications, a goal of theoretical understanding, a relevant research
problem, and a pgoal of contributing to knowledge rather than short term
expedience. The Antecedents model suggests that these factors will be

associated with the ultimate significance of the final rescarch outcome,

Ambidextrous Model

The term "ambidextrous” was used by Duncan (1976) to describe ianovative
organizations. Ambidextrous organizations are simultancously organic and
mechanistic to foster both the initiation and implementation of innovations,
The Ambidextrous model as we apply it to academic rescarch is concerned with
the procedures and processes used to conduct the research., A research project
i a transformation process that begins with an idea and ends with a set of
findings for publication. The nature of this transformation may influence the
significance of the final outcome.

The Ambidextrous model fills in between the Davis model that focuses on
the rinal research product and the Antecedents model that focuses on rescarch
beginnings., The Ambidextrous model is based upon a somewhat different set of

tactors as identitied in the research duality proposed by Campbell, et al.
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(1982). They argued that the total rescarch process was characterized by both

organic and mechanistic conditions. The research beginning was often

characterized by uncertainty and lack of clarity. The investigator became
involved through a spontancous, intuitive choice rather than through a well-
defined, logical decision about a clear research problem. The rescarch
process transformed the organic beginning into a mechanistic ending. The
final outcome was often a well-defined model or scet of findings, empirically
riporous and precise, that produced a publishable article or book. The
investigator started under equivocal, uncertain conditions with an uvnelear
problem that felt good intuitively, and used the research project to achieve
an outcome that was specific and precise.

The point made by Campbell, et al. was that a rescarch transformation
process that did not capture both aspects of the organic-mechanistic duality
tended to produce less significant research outcomes. Investigators might
deviate from the model in two ways. First, investigators sometimes chose a
topic that was alrcady well defined based upon previous journal articles or
their own rescarch. When rescarchers used logical thinking to begin a well-
detined project, then research outcomes were often characterized as dull and
unimpotrtant . The use of mechanistic processes at the beginning of the project
tended to lead investigators down paths that were less significant. Second,
it the tinal outcome of the research was fuzzy, unclear and organic, this too
tended to mean insignificant tindings. Organic outcomes were often scen in a
manuscript that was unclear, data that did not test the research question,
misrepresentation of other viewpoints in the literature, inexact or unclear
conclusions, and 4 geoeral lack of theoretical understanding (Gottfredson,
1978).  Thus the rescarch process most likely to lead to significant oatcomes

bepon orpanically and finished mechanistically, thereby accomplishing fhe




reduction of equivocality during the research process, This transformation is
reflected in the tollowing hypothesis.

Hypothesis 7: Significant research outcomes are associated

with the transtormation ol organic conditions Loro

mechanistic conditions during the research process.

There is a second aspect of the transformation process also identified by
Campbell, et al. (1982). The amount of personal involvement, energy, and
commitment displayed by the investigator was greater for significant rescarch,
Equivocality reduction takes hard work. Starting with a routine problem to
produce a routine outcome is easy by comparison. Transforming a messy
beginning into a well-defined ending requires strong commitment. Bringing a
fuzzy idea into focus, and developing the appropriate rescarch methods to test
a4 new idea in a reasonably precise way represent difficult intellectual
achjevements. Moving from the equivocal to the unequivocal requires
comm{tment and energy on the part of the investigator, as indicated in our
final hypothesis,

Hypothesis 8: Significant research is associated with
intense personal involvement and commitment on the part of
the investigator.

The notion ot the Ambidextrous model has not been tested directly in the
literature, but there 1s some supporting evidence. Rescarch that began with
extensive formal planning (Glueck and Deich, 1972; Hall, 1981) or with other
[tnvar, calculative decision processes was not sufficiently organic to allow
for the unique and organic initiation of events that produced creative
outcomes. On the other hand, when equivocality was not reduced during the
research process, the ultimate finding was ambiguous and poorly defined, and

was not accepted as an important contribution (Cottfredson, 1978). Wilson
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(1966) proposed in the organizational world that conditions gencracing
innovative ideas were different from conditions that ultimately securced
tuplementation of those ideas. TInnovative organizations are ambidextrous and
begin the innovation sequence with loose, organic characteristics to generate
innovative ideas and finish with tight mechanistic characteristics to
tmplement those ideas (Duncan, 1976; McDonough and Leifer, 19313).
Ovganization rescavch projects also require structures that permit loose and
tight conditions sequentially. 1t is this combination of organic beginning
and mechanistic ending that represents the transformation process most likely

to be associated with significant rescarch outcomes,

The Davis, Antecedents, and Ambidextrous models have been proposed Lo
provide theoretical explanations for significant organizational rescarch., The
models represent alternative explanations that focus on resecarch beginninugs,
resedarch outcomes, and the research transformation process. However, the
madels are not mutually exclusive. Successful research may incotrporate
aspects of more than one model. Data are reported that include measurements
of variables relevant to all three models. In this way we will try to

identify the best model for explaining significant organizational research.

Hethod
A major iscue in the design of this rescarch project was to control [or
the dmpact ot personal ability in producing significant researche o the
avergre, highly capable scholars would tend to produce significant researeh

outcomes while less capably scholars would produce less significant outcomes.
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The confounding effect of personal ability was a threat to the validity of
inferences about the role of antecedent conditions or the research process on
the rescarch outconme.,

The solution was to compare research projects for cach investigator
rather than across investigators. Campbell, et al. (1982) interviewed several
established scholars and found that each one typically had conducted several
research projects. Some projects were quite successful, and indeed were the
reason for the scholar's reputation, but several projects also were not very
significant, Thus the decision was made to interview established scholars
about two projects, one considered significant and onc considered not-so-
significant. Since the same person was directing each project, the impact of
investigator ability would be at least partially controlled. Other tactors
associated with the project context that were related tv significant rescarch
outcomes could then be identified.

The initial sample of researchers consisted of 132 editorial revicw board

members who had served on either The Academy of Management .Journal or the

Administrative Science Quarterly during a recent six year period. Editorial

review bhoard members were selected based on the assumption that these
individuals had done research and were recognized as capahle scholars, and had
research projects in both the significant and not-so-signiticant categoriuvs,
The sample was purposely limited to the editorial review boards of AMJ and ASQ
due to the study's focus on organizational rescarch, The journals selected
were viewed as the core organizational science journals which publish
emplrical research.

The published outcomes from the surveyed research projects could appear

in any journal, such as The Journal of Applied Psychology, Organizational

Behavior and Human Performance, Management Science, The American Sociological
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Review and The Academy of Management Review. Some members of our sample also

served on the editorial boards of these journals, We did not sample all board
members of these other journals based on the researchers' view that AMJ and
ASQ best represented mainstream, broadly-defined organizational science

rescarch. Journal o

f Applied Psychology and Organizational Behavior and Human

T VY W W W ¥V BT e W W W wem—" e -

Performance were viewed as having a focus that is almost exclusively micro,
F Wanee
' while the American Sociological Review was determined to he purely "macro,”
Management Science published statistical and mathematical researche  The focus
b - . : . : .
¢ of The Academy of Management Review was appropriate for the sample, but it was
i . L . oo
not included because it is limited to conceptual and noncempirical resecarch,
}
b Procedure
3 rrocecure
§ - . . : R
The editorial rveview board members were initially contacted by letter,
While the primary purpose of this letter was to introduce the study and invite
participation, it also described what would be involved in participating,
participation would require the individual to complete two Lnterview/

quest fonnaice torms--one each for a significant and a4 not-so-signitic.un
rescarch project they had undervtaken. Although the questionnaire contained
primarily closed-ended questions which could be completed in 25 minutes,
several open-ended questions were also included. Participants were given the
option of either responding to the open-ended questions in writing or over the
telephone. The letter requested individuals to return a self-addressed,
postage-paid card indicating whether they would participate in the studv,

The interview/questionnaire forms were mailed within 2 wecks following
the receipt ot 1 posteard,  The questionnaires were acconpanied by o Tette

which reiterated several of the issues discussed in the inftial letter.
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General guidelines and a list of suggested criteria for rescarch significance

were also included. The general guidelines stated specifically:

From the pool of research projects in which you have participated,
please select two that can be contrasted in terms of significance.
The significance criteria you use 1s up to you (e.g., collegial
response vs. citations vs, awards). Our only requirement is thar
the two projects you select rank differently on signi{icance.

W
etr Tt

B

et
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As a general puideline, we would like for both picces of research to
have been completed and submitted for publication to journals
generally known and available to organizational scientists,”

.

The criteria suggested to respondents for research significance included

the following indicators:

Indicators of Significant Research
1. Favorable response by colleagues
2. Favorable respouse by reviewers
3. Cited by others (academic research and/or textbooks) i
4. Reprint requests

5. Nominated for or winner of award(s)

6. Generated positive feedback from readers A
7. Recognized as making a contribution to the field jr,
8. Basis for rescarch by others &}}
9. Perceived as novel, creative or insightful by others e
lu. Practical applications through consulting or business adoption RO
Indicators of Not-So-Significaut Research L

Unfavorable or negative response by colleagues R

I.

2. Unfavorable or negative response by reviewers R
3. Seldom or never cited i
4. Few or no reprint requests

5. Recelved little or no recognition

6. Published in a low lecvel journal or rejected
7.

Even though published, the research had little, if any, impact on ilf
academic research or business thinking v
. 8. Puhlished and never heard from again

Self-addressed, postage-paid envelopes were provided for returning the
questiommaires, 1t was requested that a reprint or other copy reference be
fncluded in the envelupe along with the forms.

Atter a period of several weeks, a follow-up letter and questionnaires

were sent to those editorial board members who had not yet responded. The two
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mailings resulted in a final sample of 56 sets of responses (42 percent).
While there was some minimal missing data from among the 56 sets, the final

sample provided fairly complete and detailed information.

Measures

The intervicew/questionnaire form was developed by using the Campbell, ot
al. (1982) measure as a starting point. Specifically, the fnstrument
contained a variety of open-ended and closed-ended questions developed to tap
various aspects of the Davis model, the Antecedents model, and the
Ambidextrous model. Seventy-five Likert-type items were developed to test the
three models. Due to the exploratory nature of the research as well as a lack
of existing instrumentation to measure relevant concepts, little can be said
as to the construct or predictive validity of the scales., However, carce was
taken to maximize the face validity of the items. Items were pretested for
clarity and revisced as needed to ensure accurate understanding. Other types
of questions designed to test other aspects of the rescarch process also were

included in the intorvicw/questionnaire form.

The analyses undertaken to test the three models were simple and
straightforward., ltems were first grouped according to the model they were
designed to test.  Next, differences between the significant and
not-so-sipnificant research were assessed via t-tests and Chi-square analyses.
Discriminant analysis was uscd to test which model's items best discrimintod

between significant and not-so-significant outcomes,
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Relative Significance

The study design yielded an assessment of "relative” significance tor

cach research project. Each respondent selected two projects that dittcered 1

. terms of significance, To determine the criteria of relarive signiticince
used by the investigators, ten items were included in the questionnaire to
measure the degree of significance as ascribed by the researchers themselves,
These ten items, Lheir means, standard deviations, and values of t are arrayced
in Table 1. All teu items are significantly different beyond the 001 level,
The jtems that differentiate least well between research projects pertain to
consulting opportunities and receiving awards. The items discriminating best
pertain to the contribution to knowledge, citations, and recognition as a
novel, original contribution by others. The Table | tindings indicate that
the researchers themselves saw clear and consistent differences in the
projects along academic criteria typically associated with significant and
nonsignificant research outcomes.

In an effort to cross-validate the respondents' assessments of the
reflative signiticance of their work, a panel was used to provide independent
assessments ot significance. First, ten names were randomly sclected trom the
sample and copies of both pieces of their research obtained. Next, a panel of
Five doctoral students familiar with organizational science theory and
rescarch but unfamiliar with this study was created. The panel members were
given the 20 manuscripts paired by author and were asked to rank each pair in
terms of their “general significance and overall contribution to the field.”

Obvious indicators of quality, such as journal name, were removed from the
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articles. Panel members worked independently and were not allowed to discuss
their rankings. There was perfect agreement between the five panel members
and study respondents.  For each pair of studies, the five students
independently rated as significant the same study chosen by the researchers
who did the rescarch., Thus researchers' assessments of the relative

wiyunificance of their work has some degrece of external validity.

Results
Divis Model
Table 2 commarizes the results for the set of scventeen iteas doveloped
to test the Davis model. There is at least one item for each of the twelve

characteristics identitied by Davis, although some characteristics werce
measured with more than one item. Six of the seventeen items are
signiticantly ditferent, although there is little discernable pattern across
the items. For example, the single items developed to measure organization,
abstraction, and causation are significantly different for significant and
not-so-signiticant outcomes. In addition, one of two items for composition,
one of two items tor generalization, and one of two items for oppositinsn are
sirniticantly ditterent.  The tests are not very significant, however.  The
characteristics detined by Davis do not scem to be good predictors of

siynificant ooteomes in this sample of organizational rescarch projects,

Antecedonts Modeo

(ne set of analyses tor testing the Antecedents model is shown in Table




3. Respondents were asked to indicate the presence ur absence of various

institutional conditions and the effects of that condition on each of the two

projects. Chi-square analyses revealed that two of the twelve factors were
different for the two research projects. Specifically, the effects of
collegial interaction had a more positive impact on significant research than
not-so-significant research. Similarly, the presence of a Ph.D. program also
tended to have a positive impact on significant research.

Table 4 presents results pertinent to other antecedent conditions, Threce

of twelve items were significantly different for the two categories of
research, all in the expected directions., The three items relate to research
method and integration. Bringing together theoretical ideas from diverse
fields was associated with significant research, as was the adoption ot a
method originally designed for us: in another field. Using a research method
berauss it was convenient, however, was a characteristic associated with not-
so-significant research,
Ambidext rous Model

Two sets of analyses were used to assess the Ambidextrous model. First,
rescarchers were asked to indicate which adjectives were descriptive of their

work at the beginning, midpoint, and end of each research project. The

rationale for these data is that some descriptive terms are expected to differ :
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between the two projects, and some terms are expected to change from organic
to mechanistic over the life of the project. The adjectives and corresponding

pattern of responses are summarized in Table 5.

Iu rows 1-8 of Table 5, there are differences in the frequency with which
adjectives describe significant versus not-so-significant rescarch. For
example, adjectives such as “excitement,” "inspired,” "sense of discovery,”
and "committed,” were more frequently checked for significant research during
the beginning, midpoint and end of the research project. “Routineness,”
however, was rated more frequently for not-so-significant research. The
adjectives also show changes in feelings over time, as reflected in rows 9-15.
“Unclear™ described significant research more often at the beginning of the
research (18 versus 14), but less often at the end of the research (2 versns

11). The same is true for the term “"uncertain.” The adjective “indifferent”
was checked only four times during the begliuning stapes of not-so-significant
research, but twelve times for the end of the rescarch. The term “cervain”
was checked eleven times for the beginning of significant resecarch, which
increased to twenty-six at the end point of research. These changes sugpest
that over time significant research becomes clarified, more certain, and
methodical,

Table 6 presents the other set of results pertinent to the Amhidextrous

model,  Nine of the ten items developed to tap ambidextrous processes are

v e,
R NARAS

X i 1

W oroe
b te Y e
ey

.

ARERRA
e

-

. ,'u"c PR
'l’l‘ (PR

’

.




22

siguificantly difterent between the two categories. Thesc nine items are
quite strongly assoclated with differences in research significance and all
are {n the expected direction. The significant projects are characterized by

: a large amount of effort devoted to thinking, and having to figure things out
as the investigator went through the project, which are consistent with

organic conditions at the beginning of the project. I1nvestigators were

emotionally more committed to significant projects, spent more time thinking
about methodology, and the methodology ended up being more systematic and
rigorous. For projects that were not-so-significant, the investigator knew
exactly what to do from the beginning and had highly quantifiable variables.
The general findings from Table 6 support the idea that strong commitment is
needed for significant research and this commitment is used to reduce an
equivocal research problem into a clearly defined, testable outcome.

The final step in the analysis was to run a step-wise multiple
discriminant analysis to compare the three models. It was not possible to
analyze all items simultaneously because there are more items than cases.
Thus the closed-ended questions for each model were summed into a single
score. The questions in Table 2 were summed into the Davis model scale, the
questions o Table 4 were summed Into the Antecedents model scale, and the
questtons tn Table 6 were summed into the Ambidextrous scale.,  The score for
cach seale was the basis for discriminating between significant and not-so-
significant rescarch.

All three scales are included in the Table 6 discriminant tunction, and
the function is statistically significant (p < .0001). The weighting among
the three scales indicates the items for the Ambidextrous scale are much
stronger for discriminating among research projcects. The Davis scale has a

coufticient of .4, and the Antecedents scale of .19 compared to the
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Ambidextrous scale of .81. All three coefficients are statistically
significant. The percentage of cases classified correctly using this function
was 77 percent. The Ambidextrous alone can classify correctly 73 percent of
the cases, indicating the strength of the Ambidextrous scale for
discriminating significant from not-so-significant rescarch.

In summary, the results provide modest support for Hypothesis | developed
from the 12 rescarch characteristics in the Davis model. Rather weak SUpport
is provided for Hypotheses 2-7, derived from the Antecedents model. The
strongest support is provided tor Hypotheses & and 9 from the Ambidextrous

model.

Discussion

This study addressed the relationship between research context and the
significance of research outcomes. The findings suggest that a number of
factors differentiate significant from not-so-significant organizational
research.  Some of these factors occur prior to the research, other factors
characterize the process of doing the research, and yet other factors pertain
to the research outcome,

The Antecedents model received moderate support as a predictor of
significant rescearch.,  Antecedent conditions that scewmed important were
researcher interactions with others, the presence of a Ph.p. program, the
integration of ideas and methods from different fields, and taking advantage
ot chance opportunity. The Davis model pertains to rescarch outcomes, and it
wits only partially supported. Outcowmes that differentiated significant {rom
not-so=siynificant research were integrating diverse phenomena by a wingle
explanation, generalizing a finding to a larger system in a novel wav, or

discovering a causal relationship that runs in the opposite direction.
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The Ambidextrous model, which 1s about the transtormation occurring
during research projects, received rather consistent support for
difterentiating significant from not-so-significant rescarch. Significant
research was characterized by less clarity and more uncertainty during the
beginning stages than was not-so-significant research. Significant research
was also characterized by high levels of excitement and commitment through the
life of the project. An important aspect of significant research seemed to be
the reduction of equivocality during the research process. Investigators
expended effort thinking through the theory, and they had to figure things out
as they went along. Factors such as knowing exactly what to do from the
beginning, quantifying variables in objective fashion, and being methodical
and orderly were characteristic of the beginning stages of not-so-significant
research. Significant research projects, however, tend to be more certain,
c¢learer, and orderly in the final publication stage than not-so-significant
research,

An important jidea from this study is that significant research is
characterized by a particular kind of duality. Significant research scems to
be characterized by both organic and mechanistic processvs, by both linear and
nonlinear thinking. The research begins In an organic setting, including
widespread pcrsonal contacts, involvement in many streams of research, and
lack of clarity or certainty. The choice of the research project is often
based on intrinsic interest and intuition. The rescarch outcome, on the other
hand, is more mechanistic. The final outcome is clear and well-defined. The
equivocality has been reduced to produce a rational product that can be

published tor use by colleagues or managers. The successful rescarch process

el
Is not casy. Translating poorly understood, intuitive ideas into a well )
.
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understood, publishable outcome requires intensity and commitment. :;{1
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) Nonsignificant research may be dull and routine because it fails to ,;.
rs .r
capture the duality. The research may start with mechanistic, linear thinking .;
)
3 and end up there as well., Investigators may choose topics that are already . A
o l_"
: well-defined and simply make minor adjustments to them. Equivocality t
uf
reduction does not take place, and the research outcome has little impact. -l
. The fmplication of these findings is that researchers should avoid -
mechanistic conditions and linear thinking early in the research process. ji
Researchers can immerse themselves in the physical and social world of =ib
3 organizations. They can look for wide exposure and diverse experiences, and }:
exchange ideas with colleagues and managers. Investigators who stay isolated -]
from these experiences will tend to undertake research based upon the next .2
logical step from o recent journal article, and are less likely to achieve .
- ol
something out standing. t:
=
How do researchers know when research is likely to be significant?  One ‘”
. o
3 answer is that the project feels right. The researcher's intuition says that :{
: Y
- : : ‘
the project is a good idea, and there is a feeling of excitement and t{
R commitment. The project is not chosen strictly on the basis of logic or of -:.
X publication certainty. o
5 N
Another indicator is that the investigator will fec! the need for N
*
_ extensive intellectual effort. The rescarch idea may be in a fuzzy state, but RS
- {t must end up well understood. Substantial effort will be nceeded for 2y
. theoretical development and clarification, Significant research is not ;u
.
. convenient. Siynifizant research is not desiguned to achieve a quick-and-dirty I
. publication, 1t requires intense resolve and effort, When a study turns out o
. ‘o
. ) ‘;.'
. to be not-so-signiticant, it may be because the ceftort required to develop \

theory or to clarify poorly defined concepts was not expended.

; In the final analysis, research is significant because it reaches into -
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the uncertain world ot organizations and returns with something clear,
tangible, and well understood. Significant research takes a problem that is
not clear, {s in dispute, or {s out of focus, aund belogs 1t {uto resolutlon,
Rigor and clear thinking are needed to make this transformation. Significant
tescarch begins with disorder, but ends with order. Significant research
embraces the duality by transforming initial organic conditions into
mechanistic outcomes. The result is something specitic and tangible that can
be understood and used by others., Logic and certainty do not begin the

process, but are outcomes of the process, 1f the researcher knows in advance

what the research answer will be, if the researcher understands the phenomena
well enough to predict and control everything that happens, then the problem
is probably not significant., Good research requires the rescarcher to be

ambidextrous, to welcome uncertainty in the early stages, and to then strive

toward certainty as the final outcome.
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Table 1

3

Characteristics of Significant and Not-So-Significant Research

‘s N

oy

Significant Not-So-Significant

Characteristics Mean S.D. Mean S.D. t

The research was published in a top
journal, b boT) k%%

The research elicited a positive
response from colleagues and
reviewers,

v A

12 . 74%%%

i

-

.

The rescarch has been cited by
nthors, 2.2 13.21%%*

v

The rescarch has been nominated for
or received reward(s).

e

5. 24 KKK

The rescaveh generated favorable
feedback from readers. 1] 81A%%

The rescarch has heen recognized
tor making a contribution to
knowledge. ’ 1656 k%

The rescarch was perceived by others
as novel, original, or creative, 2.2 12.60%%%

The rescarch has heen the basis for

tesearch by others, IS Ed

The research has led te consulting
opportunities, 2.57 LG RER

The research has appeared in
text books. 4.00 2 Bal6Hx%x
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l Table 2

L‘

o The Davis Mxdel

\

.h

N _— ¢ e e e e e e e e A e e et e et e e =+ e e m s m e e o+ e e et e

:ﬁ Signtficant  Not-to-Simif et
(haricteristics Mun SN, Mmoo S.n, t

I (RUANIZATION:
e projoet thdings aygeested that a phenommon previowsly oonsidered Funkom or ustouctured s

moaferlybig strwetone, 2.8 1Y 2.0 1.2 2.24%
. 2. QMALITION:
The projeet determined that diverse phenomena are infted by a single explanation (stmplificition
or intepratton), 3.9 1.9 2.2 1.3 4. 154

e pruject pnwvidad evidence that a standard phenomenon (construct) is actually composed of
several suhparts., .U 1S 2.0 1.4 1.55

Foo ARTTRACTIR
The project findings sgpiested that wiat lad been previowsly comsiderad to be the property of ane
eclanent is in reality the property of same whole of which the element {s a part, or vice versa, J.05 1.3 2.4 1.1 4.3k

he  (FNERALIZATION:
e project applied to orpantzation settings or individuals in general (rather chan to limited
tyje ot limitod popalation), 4.0 1.2 337 1. 2.79%*

The projoet tindings agguested that some property previonsly oonstdered a characteristic of one
sroup of soclal catepory also characterizes amther grop vhere its existence was not suspected. 2.51 L. 2.0 1.2 1. 10

9« SIABILIZATION:
T projoct Fhnlinges indicated an wvogpected stabtlity ad even prrmnence of scembngly ustable
social plaeooaen, or viee versa. 2.67 1.9 2.M 1.1 ). K4

e FINICIORI
The projoet Hidinges aggosted that o plheoomeson previowly aonstdered to Gmetion ineffectively
th read ity ts a pletomenn te fusct tos effectively, or vice versa. 2.8 14 2.9 143 0.4

Je INAIVATHN:
Mo guojoct provided evidence that a phenomenon previowsly argued to be had (tefiictent,
dyshustionl) s atually gond, vice versa, 2.21 1.4 2,06 1.2 0.1

d. QRELAIEN:
Mo profoct ddentitied & relarionship betwen variables that previously were believes not to be

cortetated, 2.98 1.5 2.68 1.2 1.18
' P profeet s o oeLatfoship betwen varlables whiere one wis proeviosly believed to exist., 2.0 1) 2.0 .2 .22
s 9. (DHXISTYME:
al T projoct tindings aygested that pheromena, previowmly considered (ncapable of coexistence
G arv pheermen whilch iy exist together, 2,21 1.2 2.2 1.2 [§4]
‘
M projvt tindimes frelicatnd that petemena, previosly thought to ooexist miy actwally be
towagable of cormdstenee, 1.74 1.1 1.8 1. 049
g M (1 VAR TAT NG
M puogect provided evidenee that a previoesly aceeptad relationshlp actually s the opposite
sty (ow = Tnstead of + or + instead of =), 2.% 1.4 2.8 1.1 1.15
bo CBPUSTVION:
. Mo profeet fimtiges aggested that phowomma previoo .y oonstderad disaimtlar actnlly bave in
f wrherlvingg similar iy, 2.8 13 .23 1. 2.6
- e propst Fheltrgs jrelteated that pheneman previossly cnsidered to be simtlar are actwally
- disstinl bar, 2.8 b2 21712 N.RY
.
.
Q) e CAITNATL NG

M propest provided evidence that a puwviowsly accepted causal relationship {s .tually fn the
oppewite dircctlon (x -=> y, mt y =5 x). 2.2 L4 1.7 1.0 2.5%
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Table 3

Antccedent Institutional Conditions (Frequencies)

Factor Significant Not-So-Significant

Teaching Load:

1. Light 17 16

2. Moderate 29 23

3. Heavy 2 6
Eftect of Load:

4. Facilitated 24 19

S. Hindered 5 5

6. No Effect 22 24
Collepial Interaction:

7. Intfrequent 7 1h

8. Occasional 16 16

9. Froquent 30 18
Effect of Interaction:

10. Facilitated 39 23

11. Hindered 4 11

12. No Effect 11 17
College Research Orientation:

13, Rescarch 37 37

4. Teaching 0 1

Is. Mixed 17 13
Effect of Qrientation:

16. Facilitated 42 16

17. MYindered 1 1

18. No Effect 10 14
[nternal Financial Support:

19,  Weak 21 272

Jo. Maderate 20 2

21. Strong i3 6
Ktfect of Support:

2. Facltlitated 23 20

23. Hindered 4 3

24. No Effect 26 27
Reward and Promotion System:

25. Research 44 41

26. Teaching 1 1

27, Mixed 8 7
Fftect of System:

28, Factlitated 318 29

9. Hindered 0 3

0. No Effect 16 18
Pi.b. Proyivam:

. Yos 52 49

v, No 1 2
Ettect ot Program:

33, Facilltated 38 ’5

T4, Hindered 0 24

i%.  No Effect 15 7

A4 poC 000
x p o< L0

. R

9.81

8. 0%

2.16

2 00
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Table 7

Standardized Canonical Discriminant Functions for
Ambidextrous, Davis and Antecedent Scales

Ambidextrous Scale .81
Davis Scale .40

Antecedent Scale .19

(Percent of cases correctly classified: 77%)

Canonical correlation = .6l

Chi square = 43.9 with 3df; p < .0001.
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