A CASE STUDY APPROACH TO EVALUATING RESEARCH FOR DECISION-MAKING

With some many using the term research based to support certain recommendations and decisions,
it is increasingly important for decision-makers to have an understanding of the basics of research.

A case-study approach illustrates the significant distinction between the terms research based and
proven in research and the equally significant distinction between the terms evaluation and
independent evaluation. Further, the approach provides the opportunity to demonstrate common
practices that either bias the conclusions or color the application of the information to decision-making.

The Donuts and Do-Nots of Research: A Case Study

The XYZ Association decided to host a breakfast for the 100 members of Legislature where the
Association would introduce its legislative agenda for the upcoming year and educate the
members on the background and significance of the issues on the agenda. To ensure a
successful event, the Association’s leaders established a committee to develop plans for the
breakfast. The committee discussed various agenda options and menus but could not reach an
agreement and decided to research the breakfast preferences of the members of the Legislature
to guide their planning of the event and the selection of a menu.

One of the committee members was associated with a company that had a research division and
suggested the results would be more accurate if their professional staff conducted the research.
The committee retained the services of the recommended research group.

The research group developed a survey instrument to collect the information. The survey asked
the following questions: (1) What did you eat for breakfast each day last week, (2) How much
time did you spend eating breakfast, and (3) Were there other members eating breakfast with you?

The group conducting the research collected responses from 80 of the members — 36 were written
responses to the survey and the remaining 44 responses were obtained during a combination of
one-on-one and group interviews conducted by individuals hired by the consulting firm to contact
the members.

The resulting report to the committee stated: Based on the results of our research, we recommend
the Association host a one-hour breakfast, serve coffee and donuts during the first fifteen minutes
of the meeting and then present its legislative agenda.

Was the event a success? Take a look at what happened. A total of 66 members of the
Legislature attended the event but after thirty minutes, only 11 members of the Legislature
remained at the breakfast. The Association was not able to convince the necessary number of
members of the Legislature of the importance of the items on its legislative agenda. As a result,
the proposed bills were not passed by the Legislature.

What went wrong? After all, the Association’s decision on the best way to communicate the
important issues on its legislative agenda was a research-based decision.

1. Research should be free of circumstances that present the possibility of conflict-of-interest.

One of the members of the decision-making committee was employed by a firm seeking a favorable outcome from the
research. Although no information in the case study suggested a conflict of interest, the potential for biased influence to
occur was clearly evident. The less than satisfactory research process exposed both the committee members and the
research group to the risk of conflict of interest claims.

A research group should ALWAYS be above reproach, and independent of any affiliation with individuals who are in a
position to accept or reject the results of the research.



2. Research should be based on a clearly stated objective.

In the case study, the research began with the presumption that an early morning breakfast meeting would be most
effective. Neither the committee nor the research group requested clarification from the Association’s leadership to
determine if options other than breakfast should be explored.

Consequently, all further research was based upon potentially flawed assumptions that biased the entire study.

3. Researchers must ask the right questions.

The questions used in the survey were designed to reveal the breakfast practices of the members of the Legislature, not their
preferences.

If the questions used to collect the needed information are not properly designed to obtain the desired information, then the
information obtained is of little value. Hence, the survey results are “garbage in, garbage out”.

4. Researchers must ask the right questions in the right form.

Even if the research group had asked the right questions, the open-ended format presented the opportunity for those
collecting and compiling the information to interpret the intended meaning of the responses.

Questions structured to allow respondents to select an answer from a list that most accurately represents their position will
provide more reliable information than questions structured with open- ended questions. In some cases open-ended
questions are necessary, but they should be avoided when potential answers are logical and predictable.

5. Recommendations based on research should include a summary of the findings that contributed
to the recommendations.

Although the research group recommended serving breakfast the first 15 minutes of the one-hour meeting, the committee
was not given a report on the actual results of the research to review and consider when deciding to accept or reject the
recommendations.

It's also important to provide “raw data” and “verbatim” responses to open-ended questions in addition to compiled results.
Decision-makers must be given complete results, including a summary of how the data was compiled and any conditions
that could have influenced the results.

6. Research-based and proven in research are distinctly different concepts.

The committee members relied on a research-based recommendation to guide their decision-making. However, had the
Association’s legislative agenda been enacted, it would have been possible to say the effectiveness of the breakfast strategy
had been proven in research.

7. No single piece of research should be considered conclusive, in and of itself.

Information obtained from similar experiences could have been used as a benchmark to evaluate the recommendations of
the research group if no similar research was available.

While it is unlikely the Association would elect to release of future legislative agenda at a breakfast meeting, replication
would demonstrate what, if any, impact the breakfast meeting had on the failure of the legislative agenda.



