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Methods for rapidly reviewing 
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Becoming more of an evidence-
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Outline 

 What is evidence-based practice 

 Some misconceptions and myths 

 It’s not weird to use evidence 

 How much evidence are you aware of? 

 How do you know what you know? 

 What claims does academic research make? 

 Methods for reviewing academic evidence 

 Methods for doing it rapidly 

 So what to do? 
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Where did it come from? 

 Not a new idea – many (all?) areas of 
practice concerned to use evidence (in many 
forms) in practice 

 Recently kick-started in medicine – BMJ 
editorial (1991) stated that:  ‘‘only about 
15% of medical interventions are supported 
by solid scientific evidence’’ 

 Now discussed in many areas of practice 
(education, policy making, criminology, 
public health, management, etc…) 
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What is evidence-based practice? 

 “Evidence-based management is about making 
decisions through the conscientious, explicit, 
and judicious use of four sources of information: 
practitioner expertise and judgment, evidence 
from the local context, a critical evaluation of 
the best available research evidence, and the 
perspectives of those people who might be 
affected by the decision.” (Briner et al., 2009, p. 
19) 
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Put simply… 

 OP is supposed to be an evidence-based profession 
but using seven criteria (ask me if you want) OP 
does not appear to be particularly evidence-based 

 In general OPs appear to make some use of 
evidence from three sources:  Expertise and 
experience, stakeholders, context 

 But, for various reasons, appear to make relatively 
little use of external academic evidence 

 One reason is that it’s difficult to do and OPs are not 
trained to do this 

 This presentation suggests some methods 
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What is evidence-based practice?  Some 
misconceptions and myths 

 Evidence means quantitative ‘scientific’ evidence.  
No.  Evidence in general just means information – like 
the use of ‘evidence’ in legal settings – anything might 
count if it’s valid and relevant 

 Evidence-based practice means practitioners 
cannot or should not use their professional 
expertise.  No.  Expertise is another form of knowledge 
which can be as valid or relevant as any other 

 Evidence can prove things. No. Just probabilities or 
indications based on limited information and situations 

 Evidence tells you the truth about things. No.  
Truth is a whole different thing 

7 



8 

What is evidence-based practice?  Some 
misconceptions and myths 

 New exciting single ‘breakthrough’ studies 
provide the best evidence. No. It’s about what a 
body of research is suggesting. 

 Collecting valid and relevant evidence gives you 
The Answer to The Problem.  No.  Evidence rarely 
gives you The Answer but helps you make better-
informed decisions. 

 Doing evidence-based practice means doing what 
the research evidence tells you works.  No.  
Research evidence is just one of four sources of 
evidence.  Evidence-based practice is about practice 
not research.  Evidence doesn’t speak for itself or do 
anything. 
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What is evidence-based practice?  Some 
misconceptions and myths 

 If you don’t have the evidence you can’t do 
anything.  No.  But you practice explicitly knowing this.  
It’s not about perfection or a completely knowable 
world. 

 Experts know all about the evidence so you just 
need to ask them.  Rarely true.  Experts are invariably 
biased, have limited knowledge and have vested 
interests (particularly if their expertise is related to their 
power or other resources).  We need to make our own 
judgements and overcome “trust me I’m a doctor”-type 
deference. 
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It’s not weird to use evidence 

 What kind of camera should I buy? 

 Which school is best for my children? 

 Are those plug in alarms that are supposed 
to deter mice and rats any good? 

 Should I apply for that job? 

 What film shall I watch this weekend? 

 Which hotel shall I book in Chester for DOP? 
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Questions 

 What problems or issues or work do clients ask 
you to work on? 

 How much external academic evidence do you 
have about those problems or issues? 

 What proportion of this evidence do you think 
you are aware of? 

 What is the quality of that evidence in relation 
to the specific problem or issue? 

 How relevant is the evidence you have to your 
clients’ problems or issues? 

19 



20 

Presenting problem of high work-family 
conflict[1] 

 Practitioner expertise and judgment 

– What do I believe WFC to be about? 

– Have I seen this before? 

– If so, what happened in those cases? 

– What are my beliefs about WFC and its causes? 

– What’s worked in the past and why? 

– What happens elsewhere? 

– What are my hunches? 

– What do I think are the causes, effects and possible solutions? 

– How relevant and applicable is my experience? 

– Why does the organization believe it has this problem? 

– Is WFC really the problem or is it about something else? 
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Presenting problem of high work-family 
conflict[2] 

 Evidence from the local context 
– What evidence is there that WFC is actually a/the problem? 

– Has WFC been measured? 

– What is the evidence for the causes of WFC in this context? 

– What is evidence for effects of WFC? 

– Can the problems identified be linked to WFC? 

– What are local explanations for WFC? 

– What current policies or practices might affect WFC? 

– What do managers think is going on? 

– What are the possible costs and benefits of interventions?  Is it 
worth intervening here? 

– What is happening or what is going to happen in the 
organization or outside it that might be affecting WFC? 
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Presenting problem of high work-family 
conflict[3] 

 The best available external research evidence 
– Is the level of WFC ‘high’ compared to other contexts? 

– What is known about the validity and reliability of the WFC 
measure? 

– What does systematically reviewed research evidence suggest to 
be the major causes of WFC? 

– What does systematically reviewed research evidence suggest to 
be the major effects of WFC? 

– How relevant and applicable is that evidence here? 

– What does research evidence from systematic reviews suggest 
as effective interventions? 

– How well might these interventions work here? 
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How do you know what you know? 

 Think of one finding you regard as well-
established in your field of management 
research 

 Write it down as precisely as possible 

 What findings or evidence do you have to 
support the finding? 

 Now try and do it with another finding (or 
two) 
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How much do we know and how do we 
know it? 

 Does coaching improve employee performance and well-being? 

 How important is job engagement relative to other factors in 
predicting individual work performance? 

 Is 360 degree appraisal effective in improving performance? 

 Are happier workers less likely to be absent?  Or more productive? 

 Do assessment centres have greater predictive validity than 
intelligence tests? 

 Does work-nonwork conflict cause ill-health? 

 Does management development improve individual and 
organizational performance? 

 Does talent management work? 
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What are key established findings in 
Organizational Psychology? 

 Survey of 75 senior OP academics in Europe 
(Guest & Zijlstra, in press) 

 Asked about core findings then whether there is 
good evidence for finding 
– Structured interviews are more valid than 

unstructured interviews 
– General mental ability is one of the strongest 

predictors of performance 
– Personality predicts most important work attitudes 

and behaviours 
– Higher job autonomy is associated with higher well-

being and performance outcomes 
– Job insecurity causes stress and reduces well-being 
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What are key established findings in OP? 

 Not much agreement on core findings 

 Nor much agreement on whether there is 
good quality evidence for these findings 

 For only seven of the 24 core findings was 
there over 75% agreement that there was 
good quality evidence 

 So experts don’t seem to know – again, 
beware the ‘expert’ 
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What sort of claims does academic 
research make? 

 Typical literature reviews – unqualified meaningless 
statements: 
– “Previous studies have shown that…” 
– “It has been demonstrated that…” 
– But how many studies?  Demonstrated how?  Did other studies 

find something else? 

 Are we really standing on the shoulders of giants?  [And 
should we anyway?] 

 How evidence-based are researchers in their own research 
practice? 

 What do we know and how do we know it? 

 Do researchers agree on the state of knowledge? 

 And are the opinions of experts reliable? 
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What type of reviews are available in 
management? 

 Short literature reviews motivating empirical 
studies (dearth, we know that x > y but we 
don’t know the role of z) 

 Narrative reviews (written by experts in the field 
– good idea?) 

 Critical reviews (questioning a field or approach) 

 Meta-analyses 

 Textbooks 

 Popular management books 

 
28 



29 

Limitations of traditional literature 
reviews 

 They are of course valuable – SRs not 
necessarily better it depends on question 
but… 

– Cherry-picking of research 

– Vested interests, ego-involvement, pet topics 

– Over simplified and uncritical 

– Simplifying findings to tell a neat story 

– ‘Great researcher’ theory of research field history 

 

 
29 



30 

Problems with published findings: 
Publication bias 

 Null or opposite results difficult to publish 

– published findings in no way represent the 
available data 

– what percentage is ever published? 

 Replications difficult to published 

– we just don’t know how often or if established 
results are repeated 
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Problems with published findings: NHSTs 
(Schwab et al, 2011) 

 Conceptual problems with null hypothesis 
significance tests 
– portray finding as clear cut 
– let validity of findings depend entirely on efforts to get big 

samples 
– disprove hypotheses that could not be correct 

 Practical problems with null hypothesis significance 
tests 
– difficult to understand and mis-intepreted 
– highlight trivial findings 
– obscure important findings 
– make assumptions most research does not satisfy 
– corrode researchers’ motivation and ethics 
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What is a systematic review? 

 It’s research on existing research 

 With a clear, explicit and replicable 
methodology 

– Clear review question 

– Search strategy 

– Quality criteria 

 Allows us to draw reliable conclusions about 
what we know and do not know about a 
given question or problem 
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What kinds of questions can SRs 
address? 

Each would require more specificity 

 Does team-building work? 

 Can you improve emotional intelligence? 

 Do increases in EI lead to performance improvements? 

 Does management development improve the performance of 
managers? 

 Does employee engagement predict organizational 
performance? 

 Is 360 degree feedback effective? 

 Can potentially great leaders be identified? 

 Is coaching effective? 
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Does team-building work? 

 How would to you break down this question 
to make it more answerable and to start to 
do more precise searches for evidence? 

 In other words – what might this question 
mean? 
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Does team-building work? 

 What is a ‘team’? 

 What kind of teams? 

 In what contexts/settings? 

 What counts as ‘team-building’? 

 What does ‘work’ mean? 

 Can it be harmful? 

 What outcomes are relevant over what time periods? 

 What would very good evidence be? 

 What would acceptable evidence be? 

 What sort of evidence would be unacceptable? 
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Search strategy 

 What sources of evidence? 

 What sources will you include or exclude and 
why? 

 How iterative can you be? 

– Test the question doing some simple searches 

– Does the question work? 

– Does the search strategy work? 
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Locate and select relevant studies 

 What search terms will be used 

 Which databases 

 Inclusion criteria (how you decide what to 
include) 

 Exclusion criteria  (how you decide what to 
exclude) 

 What data will be extracted 

 Etc... 
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For each study or piece of evidence 
found 

 Check abstract 

 Choose whether to read whole study or 
paper 

 If meets inclusion criteria 

 Extract data or evidence 
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When all the evidence is accumulated 

 Critically appraise each study 

– How relevant is it? 

– How ‘good’ is it methodologically in relation to 
the review question 

– Can use checklists of various kinds 

 Synthesize or summarize the evidence 

39 



40 40 

SRs ALREADY HAPPENING IN OTHER 
AREAS 

• Worldwide communities devoted to promoting access to 
evidence-based practice 

• Members collaborate to summarize state of the art 
knowledge on specific practices identified as important 
and under/over/mis-used 

• On-line access to information, designed for ease and 
speed of use 
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COCHRANE COLLABORATION 

 Founded in 1993 it aims to help people make well-informed 
decisions by preparing, maintaining and promoting the 
accessibility of systematic reviews of the effects of 
interventions in all areas of health care 

 Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews 

– 1995 36 reviews 
– 1999 500 reviews 
– 2001 1000 reviews  
– 2004 2000 reviews + 1400 published protocols (plans) 
– 2012 5000+ reviews 

 Reviews prepared by healthcare professionals who volunteer 
(10000 people worldwide) 

 Cochrane Review Groups 

 Application and debate about quality standards 
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CAMPBELL COLLABORATION 

 Founded in 2000  

 An independent, non-profit, and largely 
voluntary collaboration  

 Mission. The Campbell Collaboration (C2) help 
people make well-informed decisions by 
preparing, maintaining and disseminating 
systematic reviews in education, crime and 
justice, and social welfare.  
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WHOSE RESPONSIBILITY IS IT TO DO 
SYSTEMATIC REVIEWS? 

 Academics don’t see them as relevant (hard 
to publish, emphasis on new empirical work) 

 Practitioners feel it’s researchers’ job to tell 
practitioners what is known and not known 
(researchers do not) 

 Neither academics or practitioners have the 
training 

 Who pays for it? 
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You are unlikely to be able to do this:  
Quicker and probably dirtier versions 

 Make the question very specific (e.g., does 360 degree 
appraisal improve performance over time) 

 Search in fewer places/shorter time period 

 Use other techniques 

 Locate reviews as well as primary studies 

 Develop the skills 

– Which journals (JAP, JOOP, IRIOP, management journals) 

– Which databases (WoS, Google Scholar(!), EBSCO) 

– Extracting evidence (read results sections efficiently to pull out 
what you need) 

– Judging study quality and relevance (being clear about what 
counts as high, medium or low quality) 
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Depends on the client and task: The 
ideal 

1. Identifying the presenting problem from client organization 

2. Build in doing a rapid evidence assessment as part of the 
project 

3. Investigation of presenting problem to refine and focus question 
or problem 

4. Development of the review question with the client 

5. Designing a search strategy (e.g., sources, keywords, dates) 

6. Conducting the review taking into account constraints (e.g., time, 
cost, access to journals) 

7. Analysing the results 

8. What to do with mixed or limited results 

9. Presenting the findings back to client 

10. Translating the findings into actions (maybe to do nothing) 54 
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Depends on client and task:  The 
probable reality is doing it yourself 

 In what areas of OP do you practice? 

 What tasks do your clients engage you to do? 

 What techniques or interventions do you 
regularly use? 

 How aware are you of the evidence in these 
areas, tasks and techniques? 

 Audit and explicitly text your own knowledge  
– What precisely do you know? 
– How exactly do you know it? 
– What do you not know? 
– What does evidence suggest? 
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Things you can do now [1] 

 How good are you at efficiently reading 
journal articles?  Practice makes better. 

 What databases of full-text journal articles do 
you have access to? 

 Read about how to do rapid evidence 
assessments 

 Consider joining the Center for Evidence-
Based Management (150 Euros per - year) – 
also lots of free material online including 
these slides 
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Things you can do now [2] 

 Ask me (r.b.briner@bath.ac.uk) 

 Work with OP colleagues to develop groups 
who conduct and share rapid evidence 
assessments (website?) 

 Prepare to have cherished beliefs and 
preferred techniques challenged 

 Accept and be explicit about ignorance – 
people who say “I don’t know” often know a 
lot more than people who don’t 
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Why bother? 

 Isn’t OP as a profession about applying 
psychological science and evidence? 

 Without reviewing, knowing and using the 
literature how can it be? 

 A career-long commitment to continuing 
professional development – to learning for 
yourself and developing your own 
understanding 

 A different and more rewarding way of 
working? 
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