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Summary  
 

Research questions: (1) How could strategic decision-makers in the public sector 
determine whether System 1 or System 2 thinking would be most 
effective? (2) How could a leader’s readiness to adopt evidence-
based management be assessed? (3) What organizational 
intervention could a public sector organization apply to integrate 
evidence-based management to strengthen strategic decision-
making? 

 
Methods: A design-based case study employed an analytic workflow that 

included observations of team workshops to surface coded 
indicators of critical thinking. Additionally, heuristic-based 
questions during interviews with a purposeful sampling of leaders, 
managers, and employees explored the shared experiences 
throughout the intervention. Applied nexus analysis and 
interdiscursivity informed the content in the next phase with a 
deeper understanding of where shared perspectives aligned and 
where disconnects existed. The approach generated insights to 
inform the planning of subsequent workshops. 

 
Results: The leaders in this study were found to rely instinctively on their 

non-expert intuitions (System 1) rather than seek to supplement 
their perspectives with data, information, or other perspectives 
(System 2) when facing new challenges. Practitioners face a 
challenge in seeing the relevance of evidence-based approaches to 
solving their strategic problems. Furthermore, the value of an 
interventional framework (with nexus analysis and 
interdiscursivity) as a change management approach was 
beneficial. This study showed the benefit of focusing on the 
relevance of the results and the intended audience, recognizing that 
perhaps all or only some of the findings may be helpful to others in 
different settings.  

  
Structure of the article: Introduction; Problem Statement in Context; Review of the 

Literature; Methodology and Data Analysis; Findings; 
Recommendations; Conclusions; About the author; Bibliography 
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Introduction 

 
There is arguably little question that the 

volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity, in 
combination, are pressing public sector agencies to 
respond and adapt amid the constraining factors of 
lagging skill sets, budget, time, or a blurred 
combination of the three. With the regulation of 
epistemic uncertainty in an organizational 
management context, social perception and complex 
environments alter the decision-making structure, and 
gaps between satisficing solutions and optimal 
solutions continually compound (Martelli & Hayirli, 
2018; Young, 2021). Such conditions intensify the 
decision-making complexities for public sector 
executives and their management teams with the 
propensity for ambiguous feedback, misaligned 
organizational psychological models across the team, 
and the compounding complications from a previous 
succession of decisions resulting in limited individual 
and agency improvements (Bakken, 2008; Del Junco 
et al., 2010; Huggins, 2019). In some instances, the 
critical decision-making processes consist of 
competitive disclosures of circumstantial narratives, 
where constructive evidence plays a minor supporting 
role during the debates practitioners use to persuade 
each other. The little emphasis on evidence collection 
and evaluation leads to unnecessary and unconscious 
risks unbeknownst to the decision-makers (Young, 
2021).  

In 2005, Rousseau described this gap as a 
failure of organizations and their managers to base 
practices on the best available evidence. Implications 
to public sector leaders extend beyond minimally 
optimal decisions, with the series of recent 
administrative laws and statutory requirements 
directing federal public sector agencies to improve the 
delivery of their services and outcomes through more 
scientific, rational, evidence-based approaches. The 
objectives are made evident in legislative intentions 
codified in the Digital Accountability and 
Transparency Act (2014), Program Management 

Improvement Accountability Act (2016), Federal Data 
Strategy (2019), and the Foundations for Evidence-
Base Policymaking Act of 2018 (effective January 1, 
2019). These statutory requirements call for 
developing strategies and approaches by government 
agencies to modernize practices in data management, 
evidence-building capabilities, and the application of 
statistics to improve decision-making culminating in 
the knowledge work of Federal agencies becoming 
more anchored by scientifically rigorous approaches. 
Missing for the practitioner is a pragmatic approach to 
incorporate such methods into the decision-making 
process for novel or complex scenarios. The absence 
of an operational framework for assisting practitioners 
in building practices in evidence-based management 
(EBMgt) was highlighted in findings by the US 
Government Accountability Office (USGAO, 2019a), 
having uncovered significant weaknesses in the 
caliber and quality of standards and guidance provided 
to federal agencies. Furthermore, there exists a lack of 
epistemological interest and understanding in the 
management research towards adopting and applying 
EBMgt into management practice (Davis, 2015; 
Morrell, 2008; Rynes & Bartunek, 2017).  

This study offered a value proposition for 
generating the most informed decisions when 
supported by the best evidence. Such a reflective 
experiential learning lens proved beneficial, partially 
filling a pronounced void in the academic-practice (A-
P) research, with a model approach for the dedicated 
public sector practitioner pursuing the intentions of 
data-informed, evidence-based outcomes in service to 
the interests of the American public. This research 
aimed to address the increased number of US 
Government public sector agencies in need of 
becoming rigorously more ambidextrous. The 
capability to continue juggling mission-critical 
operations while designing and implementing novel 
approaches and innovative interventions for improved 
strategic decision-making and organizational 
outcomes against a changing landscape is critical 
(Jackson & Leung, 2018).  
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For those organizations facing the challenge 
of improving the decision process, particularly those 
enterprise-wide strategic decisions, Nooraie's (2008) 
definition of decision rationality served well, 
describing the construct as the extent of analysis and 
integration loaded into the decision-making process. 
The dual process involves System 1 as the intuitive 
path with its heuristic noise and bias typically 
prevailing over System 2 with its rational, informed 
judgments (Capelo & Dias, 2009; Kahneman, 2011; 
Porter et al., 2017; Priest & Gass, 2017). The dual-
process principles and practices support improved 
decision rationality by adopting the EBMgt 
framework. The analytic path is fueled by System 2 
thinking, offering opportunities for organizations to 
render better decisions grounded in evidence-informed 
rationality. These findings support those of the GAO, 
identifying that the implications for failing to close the 
A-P gap have increased significantly with recent 
administrative laws and statutory requirements 
through more scientific, rational, evidence-based 
approaches (USGAO, 2019a).  

There is an argument in the literature that 
even if sound evidence for policy analysis continues to 
expand, the political nature of policy debate and 
decision-making, coupled with a lack of 
incentivization and fragmentation, is generally 
unfavorable to science-driven perspectives and 
agendas enabling accountability and effectiveness 
(Behn, 2003; Gill, 2018; USGAO, 2019b; Head, 
2015). Such a state of fragmentation leaves public 
leaders with explicit mandates without a path into 
unchartered waters (USGAO, 2019b). Furthermore, 
real-world problems are complex, and no single 
discipline can adequately describe and resolve these 
issues (Young, 2022).  
 
 

Problem Statement in Context 
 

Statutory requirements mandate developing 
strategies and approaches for government agencies to 
modernize practices in data management, evidence-
building capabilities, and the application of statistics 
to improve decision-making culminating in the 
knowledge work of Federal agencies to become more 

anchored by scientifically rigorous approaches. The 
absence of more relevant guidance for agency leaders, 
particularly those with more operational and less 
research-orientated missions, further emphasizes the 
A-P gap (USGAO, 2019b). Most practitioners lack 
formal education and knowledge in scientific 
methodological research and evidence-building, often 
resulting in decisions built around faulty data, 
inappropriate interpretations, conclusions, or 
unsubstantiated personal intuition (Leedy & Orman, 
2010; Young, 2021).   In this design-based case study 
methodology, the researcher and practitioner served in 
a dual role, intending to lead meaningful change that 
overcomes the difficulties in transforming a 
theoretical idea into a practical application (Simon & 
Goes, 2018). Furthermore, for disciplines that suffer 
from a pronounced A-P gap, it is recommended that 
researchers and practitioners partner in collaborative 
networks to address problems associated with 
misunderstandings between the two communities and 
lead to improved service delivery (Hall et al., 2019). 
Achieving high value for citizens requires innovative 
operating frameworks (Plan & Algehed, 2017). Such 
integrated adoption of EBMgt as a thoughtful, 
deliberative enabler can achieve quality in public 
administration being demanded (Young, 2021). With 
Leedy and Ormrod (2010) proclaiming that competent 
and effective practitioners should preface their 
decisions and priorities on reliable research findings in 
their field, this study needed to provide insights 
leading to improved, evidence-informed decisions and 
outcomes. Three questions formed the problem 
statement: (1) How could strategic decision-makers in 
the public sector determine whether System 1 or 
System 2 thinking would be most effective? (2) What 
organizational intervention could a public sector 
organization apply to integrate evidence-based 
management to strengthen strategic decision-making? 
Lastly, (3) how could leader readiness to adopt 
evidence-based management be assessed?  
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Review of the Literature 
 

Among the significant challenges researchers 
and strategists define is the need for ambidexterity as 
an organizational capability, yet it remains one of the 
more pervasive concepts in organizational theory and 
strategic management (O'Reilly & Tushman, 2013; 
Sarta et al., 2020). Research has shown that 
ambidexterity positively correlates with long-term 
performance in organizations and influences how they 
strategize and react to their external environment 
(Jackson & Leung, 2018). Decisions in the public 
sector are often shaped by a complex array of forces 
obligating those organizations in dynamic operating 
environments to adapt to more complexity, bigger and 
thicker data, and new threats amid the constraining 
factors of declining numbers of workers, budget, time, 
or a holus-bolus combination of the three (Young, 
2021). Decision-making by federal sector executives 
and management teams during complex scenarios, 
when feedback is often ambiguous, leaves people with 
missed learning opportunities, mental models 
stagnant, and compounding complications from a 
previous succession of decisions, far too often 
resulting in no improvement in individual or 
organization outcomes (Bakken, 2008; Del Junco et 
al., 2010; Huggins, 2019).  

From another perspective, Barends and 
Rousseau (2018) opine that the decision-making 
process in many organizations resembles competitive 
storytelling, where evidence plays a minor role during 
debates practitioners use to persuade each other. Such 
storytelling turns the ambiguities and complexities of 
experience into a form that is elaborate enough to elicit 
interest, simple enough to be understood, and credible 
enough to be accepted.  

In 2017, Palm and Algehed concluded that 
when organizations find a relevant example, often 
there is no understanding of why it worked previously, 
adding that the more novel and complex the problem, 
the less applicable the lessons of yesterday. Such 
under-emphasis on evidence collection and evaluation 
leads to unnecessary and unconscious organizational 
risks, often unbeknownst to the decision-makers 
(Barends & Rousseau, 2018). Well aware of pressures 

to improve organizational performance, dedicated 
public sector practitioners responsible for meeting the 
organization's obligation for improved, evidence-
informed decision-making are left without explicit 
direction. Hall et al. (2019) noted that the difference 
between what researchers do and what practitioners 
understand is significant to the point of creating a 
paradox—researchers develop a theory for 
practitioners who, in turn, reject it because it seems to 
have no basis in reality. Such a scenario beckons a call 
for increasing epistemological sophistication, 
leveraging the practitioner's perspective with a 
qualitative approach to inform public sector leaders 
striving to comply with administrative law and, in the 
end, produce better strategic decisions in service to the 
public.  

Research has crept into the fragmented and 
multi-layered decision process through the amorphous 
or unintentional adoption of research knowledge, 
becoming part of the zeitgeist rather than overt 
deliberation (Weiss & Bucavalas, 1981). In 1980, 
Weiss' findings supported the premise that policy-
relevant research influences decisions through 
decision accretion and knowledge creep, emerging 
more from bureaucratic routines having built one on 
top of another (Fleming & Rhodes, 2018).  

The implications for failing to close the A-P 
gap citing the lack of relevant research to inform 
federal policy, had increased significantly with recent 
administrative laws and statutory requirements 
directing federal agencies to improve the delivery of 
their services and outcomes through more scientific, 
rational, evidence-based approaches. Consequently, 
the knowledge work of federal agencies needs to 
become more anchored by scientifically rigorous 
approaches. The how-to options map towards 
achieving this mandate, particularly those with more 
operational and less research-orientated missions, 
remains missing for the practitioner (Young, 2022).  

The three categories of federal agencies are 
production, with clear deliverables to the public; 
regulatory agencies that enforce the nation's safety and 
health regulations; and scientific agencies managing 
the nation's research and development efforts. 
Unfortunately, with the vast majority of production 
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and regulatory agencies practitioners lacking formal 
education and knowledge in scientific methodological 
research and evidence-building, decisions are built 
around faulty data, inappropriate interpretations or 
conclusions, or unsubstantiated personal intuition 
(Leedy & Orman, 2010; Young, 2021). In its two 
reports to Congress in 2019, the GAO uncovered 
significant weaknesses in the caliber and quality of 
standards provided to departments and agencies, 
further concluding that the guidance was significantly 
fragmented (USGAO, 2019a & 2019b).  

 
Intervening to Improve Decisions  
 

The agency in this case study is no different 
from the increasing number of public sector 
organizations that need to become more ambidextrous 
despite a lack of clarity for a path forward (USGAO, 
2019a; Young, 2021). Ready access to data, adaptable 
technology, and an ever‐combative political 
environment contribute to the complexity of decision-
making in the public sector (Battaglio et al., 2019). 
Acting on public policy means practitioners must 
overcome these environmental complexities and 
cognitive limitations. 

Kahneman (2011) made clear that System 1 
intuitive thinking, with its impressions, feelings, and 
simplified heuristics, has served humans well 
throughout millennia. Today, reliance on the biased-
driven intuitive path alone for judgments that require 
more rational deliberation, System 1 thinking often 
fails by introducing heuristics and biases (Kahneman, 
2011; Kahneman & Klein, 2009; Barends & Rousseau, 
2018). Systematic deviations from the norm, when 
one's subjective social reality directs responses to 
stimuli rather than objective standards, enable 
cognitive heuristics to interfere and cause errors when 
choosing which system of thinking should be applied 
in particular scenarios (Kahneman, 2011). Often, 
individuals, the team, and the organization are 
unaware of certain constraints when toggling between 
System 1 or System 2 (Battaglio et al., 2019).  

To counter a cultural ethos wherein senior 
decision-makers often rely upon System 1 intuitive 
judgments, adopting the EBM framework will support 

decision rationality where the analysis is fueled by 
System 2 deliberative, evidence-informed thinking 
(Barends & Rousseau, 2018; Sleboda & Sokolowska, 
2017). Unfortunately, the reality is that practitioners 
have a closer interaction with day-to-day 
organizational problems and decision-making and are 
interested in acquiring actionable knowledge that 
would enable them to make more effective, immediate 
decisions resulting in a focus on outcomes rather than 
processes (HakemZaheh & Baba, 2016).  

There exist well-documented gaps between 
what researchers conclude and what management 
practitioners apply in practice balance between 
academic rigor and practical applicability. Although 
the academic community recognizes that the research-
practice gap is a significant impediment to the 
profession's advancement, the gap still prevails 
(HakemZadeh & Baba, 2016). Moreover, a lack of 
collaborative research and dissemination models 
suggests strengthening networks and relationships 
between the researcher and the practitioner (Briner et 
al., 2009; Hall et al., 2019; Hughes et al., 2008).  

The obstacle before many organizations is 
building and sustaining the collection of mental 
models that break through the noise towards rational, 
analytic processing rather than intuition alone, 
particularly in dynamic decision-making 
environments (Porter et al., 2018). There are 
substantial barriers to the fullest adoption of EBMgt 
principles beyond academic theory and into the 
practice of management (Rousseau & Gunia, 2016), 
including the training of managers and analysts, 
redesigning of roles and responsibilities, reorienting 
organizational culture to identify potential 
multicultural implications, and establishing a structure 
for the effective actioning of research findings 
(HakemZadeh & Baba, 2016; Hudson, 2009).  

One contributor to the continuing problem is 
that academicians assume that scholars know what 
they are talking about when producing scholarly 
literature, and “since scholars are their target audience, 
they practically talk in code to practitioners” (Cohen, 
2007, p. 1017). 

There is value in applying intuition; however, 
organizations should develop their leaders to pursue 



Young, Evidence-Based Management as a Practical Leadership Capability 

 

JALM, 2022, Volume 10	

27 

expert intuition. The primary condition for defining 
expertise is the existence of consensus and evidence 
that the agreement reflects objective aspects of 
successful performance, even if they are not quantified 
explicitly (Kahneman & Klein, 2009). That said, when 
the performance of different professionals can be 
compared, the best practitioners define the standard. 
Shanteau (1992) characterizes experts as being 
recognized within their profession as having the 
requisite knowledge, skills, and abilities to perform at 
the highest levels.   

There is a process for acquiring and 
bolstering skills that support genuine experts' intuitive 
judgments and preferences. Kahneman and Klein 
(2009) explored two necessary conditions for the 
development of talent: high-validity environments (or 
recognized as such) and an adequate opportunity to 
learn them (improving memory for the next time). 
From the practitioner's perspective, identifying the 
cues that experts use to make their judgments, even if 
they involve tacit knowledge, is typically tricky for the 
expert to articulate. This is because intuition is many 
viewed with an almost magical aura, defined as 
knowledge not acquired by a rational process 
(Kahneman & Klein, 2009).  

People, including experienced professionals, 
sometimes have subjectively compelling intuitions 
even when they lack actual skill, either because the 
environment is less familiar or because they have not 
mastered it (Kahneman & Klein, 2009). In early 
research, Shanteau (1992) sought task characteristics 
that distinguished the domains in which experts did 
well from those who performed poorly. The key 
factors that Kahneman and Klein (2009) classified 
were the predictability of outcomes, the amount of 
experience in that domain, and the availability of good 
feedback. Shanteau pointed to static (as opposed to 
dynamic) stimuli as favorable to good performance. 
However, the implications and lessons from 
Shanteau’s early works align less and less with the 
more dynamic uncertainty required of today's public 
organizations pursuing ambidexterity (Bakken, 2008; 
Del Junco et al., 2010; Huggins, 2019).  

Organizational interventions (OI), as a 
developmental approach, are a sequence of activities, 

actions, and orchestrated events intended to facilitate 
an organization's improvement in performance and 
effectiveness (Das & Bhatt, 2016). Intervention design 
derives from careful diagnosis intending to resolve 
specific problems and improve particular 
organizational functioning identified in the diagnosis 
(Abildgaard et al., 2016). Adding to the challenge are 
the fundamental differences between how academics 
approach the analysis of a problem and how 
practitioners focus on a problem’s solution (Cohen, 
2007; Kaliappan & Kavitha, 2019).  

Foundational research by Harrison (1970) 
identified a need for differentiated conceptual models 
separating the various intervention strategies from one 
another so that academics and practitioners could 
rationally match the most appropriate approach to the 
different organizational problems. One central concept 
addressed the depth of individual emotional 
involvement in the change process. Harrison (1970) 
characterized depth to reflect how value-laden, 
emotionally charged, and central to the individual's 
sense of self were affected by the issues and processes 
experienced during an OI. Harrison's (1970) early 
work presented a case countervailing the trend by 
moving towards more autonomy and internal control 
represented by individuals serving as competent and 
willing collaborators in the OI endeavor.  

More recently, intervention research (IR) has 
emerged as a design science approach that addresses 
the relevance gap issue and the growing complexity of 
management practice (Getenet, 2019; Radaelli et al., 
2014). It is argued that increasing our understanding 
of management requires more insightful, influential, 
and immediately applicable research, calling for closer 
collaboration between management and researchers. 
The design-based inquiry process demonstrates that IR 
can be both rigorous and relevant to practitioners and 
how it can advance theoretical knowledge in 
management science (Getenet, 2019; Radaelli et al., 
2014; Young, 2021).  

There are two distinct approaches to 
evaluating data collected during an OI. The first is the 
quantitative approach, where either standardized or 
intervention-specific data collection, typically taking 
the form of a questionnaire, is integrated into statistical 
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models of implementation and effect to achieve 
optimal intervention results (Lobo et al., 2017; Nielsen 
et al., 2007; Nielsen & Randall, 2009, 2012). The 
second approach, which was applied during this 
intervention, collects qualitative data from semi-
structured interviews with individuals involved in the 
OI as the methodological approach to investigate the 
phenomenon as a human experience (Lobo et al., 
2017; Nielsen et al., 2006).  

The observations of intervention activities to 
identify variable associations otherwise not measured 
but related (Brannan & Oultram, 2012; Lobo et al., 
2017) or long-term field observations would aid in 
identifying more subtle, action-orientated changes 
over time (Czarniawska-Joerges, 2007; Jones et al., 
2017; Lobo et al., 2017). Applying qualitative 
evaluation has been used extensively to understand 
how actions are taken, how an OI affects change, and 
the further development of organizational intervention 
practice (Aust et al., 2010; Jones et al., 2017; Nielsen 
et al., 2007). 

The EBMgt framework, with its components 
and procedures described as evidence-based practices, 
is presented as an approach encompassing (a) 
conscientious and explicit analysis, (b) group 
discovery, (c) synthesis of interdisciplinary 
knowledge variety, (d) systematic review, and (e) 
trusted, critical assessment of the best available 
evidence enabling decision-makers to strengthen 
decisions outcomes in the epistemic uncertainty of 
dynamic, complex environments (Briner et al., 2009; 
Bosman, 2015a; Martelli, 2012; Martelli & Tuna, 
2018). EBMgt has been put forward as a means of 
bridging the A-P gap, and while there have been over 
100 articles specifically addressing EBMgt, nearly 
80% of those articles have been either introduction and 
advocacy articles, essay and perspective pieces, 
teaching-related articles, reviews, or critiques and 
responses, leaving only 21% as empirical studies 
(Rynes & Bartunek, 2017). Accepting EBMgt as a 
pragmatic approach requires individual and group 
motivation to apply systematic methodology, 
scientific knowledge, and explicit logical thought to 
inform the organization and public policy decision-
making (Barends & Rousseau, 2018; Wright et al., 

2016). Such an effort supports the achievement of the 
intentions behind the federal statutory requirements. 
EBMgt framework demonstrates refinement in 
scholarly thinking regarding the relevance of research 
in managerial decision processes (Wright et al., 2016). 
However, “the gap between science and practice is so 
pervasive that some have despaired of its ever being 
narrowed” (Rynes et al., 2007, p. 987).  

Organizational legitimacy is another product 
of evidence-based management. Unfortunately, often 
with legitimacy being the result of making decisions 
in a systematic and informed fashion, resulting in 
actions more readily justifiable in the eyes of 
stakeholders (Sohrabi & Zarghi, 2015), EBMgt is not 
recognized as a value-proposition by decision-makers 
(Young, 2021). Achieving high value for citizens 
requires both innovation and incremental development 
of operating procedures, so the integrated adoption of 
EBMgt as a deliberative enabler can achieve the 
quality in public administration being demanded 
(Palm & Algehed, 2017). Moreover, it has become 
clear that data alone is insufficient to inform and 
support decision-making (Maxim et al., 2018). It, 
therefore, seems appropriate to proclaim that public 
sector practitioners should base decisions and 
priorities on reliable research findings in their field 
and, by doing so, generate insights leading to 
improved, evidence-informed decisions (Leedy & 
Ormrod, 2010).  

Integrative complexity (IC) refers to an 
individual's ability to differentiate by recognizing 
multiple dimensions and perspectives about an issue, 
coupled with the ability to integrate, as that 
individual's recognition of conceptual connections 
among the differentiated characteristics supports 
multidimensional processes and effects when making 
decisions (Baker-Brown et al., 1992; Van Swol et al., 
2018). In the context of IC, strategic decision-making 
can be explained as a combination of paradigms of 
limited rationality and organizational politics. 
However, an individual with high cognitive 
differentiation recognizes and synthesizes the 
multidimensional processes and effects at play with 
each decision (Wollmann & Steiner, 2018). Adding 
high levels of integration would then involve 
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comparing the differentiated perspectives and 
outcomes with how they connect to other complex 
dimensions. Such changes to the mental schema, 
serving as the framework for one's knowledge of the 
world and understanding of new information, often 
occur through assimilation or accommodation 
(Cherry, 2019).  

Integratively complex arguments are based 
on evidence from varied, novel, or conflicting 
perspectives on a particular issue, yet, in many 
instances, one’s mental model will persist even when 
presented with evidence that contradicts their beliefs 
(Padesky, 1994; Van Swol et al., 2018). At times, there 
is a difference between integrative complexity and 
critical thinking. Put this way, a high degree of 
integrative complexity is characterized by flexibility, 
broad thinking, and recognizing of several aspects 
open to interpretation, having recognizable, viable 
connections and interactions (Suedfeld, 1985).  

The IC behind thinking has been researched 
as an outcome of minority influence; furthermore, IC 
can also be a means by which minority members—or 
members with more discrepant opinions—can 
persuade others (Gardikiotis, 2011). Members with 
views more discrepant from other group members may 
be more influential when making complex and 
nuanced statements (Van Swol et al., 2018). One 
crucial factor is the extent to which one's self-schema 
has developed, framing a self-understanding when 
people "focus on what we know about who we are 
now, who we were in the past, and who we could be in 
the future," as Cherry (2019, para. 4) framed it. 
However, the framework's tenets offer a clear 
opportunity to identify implications when strategic 
decisions are at risk due to reliance on the human 
tendency to lead-with-your-gut approach, especially 
when leading multicultural teams (Livermore, 2015). 
Furthermore, cognitive science suggests that the 
human mind is poorly wired to deal effectively with 
inherent uncertainty and the challenges of handling 
complex, multifaceted issues, information processing 
limits, and biases all the more makes a case for 
evidence-based decision-making (Maxim et al., 2018; 
Barends & Rousseau, 2018). Recognizing this is 
essential to assessing the probabilities of success when 

applying IC principles with a diversified or 
multicultural team, especially when those involved 
have partly conflicting goals, limited cognitive 
capacity, underdeveloped self-schema, or a 
combination of the three (Young, 2021). 
Van Swol et al. (2018) argued that exposure to 
minority dissent might lower majority members’ 
confidence. It also leads to more systematic processing 
and reconceptualization of arguments as most 
members try to resolve the conflict against their 
viewpoint and pursue a desire for harmony in the 
group. In the context of IC, strategic decision-making 
can be explained as a paradigm combination of limited 
rationality and organizational politics (Wollmann & 
Steiner, 2017). 
 
 

Methodology & Data Analysis 
 

Commencing in late 2020, the research team 
launched a design-based intervention case study 
intending to generate insights towards readying the 
agency, its leaders, and its workforce to adopt EBMgt 
as an approach to inform better strategic decision-
making and improve outcomes on behalf of the 
American public. Intending to produce insight into the 
transitioning between System 1 and System 2 
thinking, using findings from data to thread 
interventional changes into subsequent engagements, 
and to assess individual and team readiness to adopt 
EBMgt, a design-based, analytic workflow was 
applied. The analytic workflow included observations 
of workshops to identify and code indicators of critical 
thinking. Additionally, heuristic-based questions 
during interviews with a purposeful sampling of 
leaders, managers, and employees explored the shared 
experiences throughout the intervention. Applied 
nexus analysis and interdiscursivity informed the 
content in the next phase with a deeper understanding 
of where shared perspectives aligned and where 
disconnects existed. In qualitative social research, 
textural analysis of documents is the process of 
interpreting physical evidence (e.g., documents, 
handbooks, training materials, policy guidance) to 
give voice and meaning to the study topic (Bowen, 
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2009). This study capitalized on the advantage of 
thematic analysis as a form of pattern recognition 
within organizational documents. Overall, this 
methodology for data collection and analysis 
(observation, interview, and textural review of 
records) formed the analytic workflow. The approach 
filled gaps otherwise left as unknowns. This effort 
garnered practitioner insights from the experiences 
during an organizational intervention, further 
informing an operationalized framework, helpful less 
so to academic scholars and more to the consultants, 
management trainers, and public sector practitioners 
trying to navigate the abundance of material 
advocating EBMgt as an organizational capability.  

Strategic organizational development 
interventions are of the utmost importance to create 
change and improve performance, engendering 
improved outcomes by an organization through 
alignment of its people, decisions, and relationships 
with the external environment (Das & Bhatt, 2016; 
Kaliappan & Kavitha, 2019; Radaelli et al., 2014; 
Salkind, 2010). Qualitative studies are often helpful to 
decision-makers when the established methods 
determine transferability rather than the 
generalizability of findings by the intended audience 
(Munthe-Kaas et al., 2019). Therefore, it is beneficial 
for researchers to focus on the relevance of the results 
and the intended audience, recognizing that perhaps all 
or only some of the findings may be helpful to others 
in different settings (Mills & Gay, 2019). While 
determined to serve the American public, practitioners 
face challenges in seeing the relevance of evidence-
based approaches to solving their strategic problems 
(USGAO, 2019a; 2019b). This study was beneficial 
through this designed-based case study methodology 
as an investigation into the complexity of a particular 
institutional intervention from multiple perspectives. 
Creswell’s (2009) perspective on philosophically 
pragmatic importance suggests four worldviews: 
postpositivist, transformative, constructivism, and the 
fourth, directly applicable to this study, pragmatism, 
focusing on the consequences of action; that is, being 
problem-centered, pluralist, and oriented in real-world 
practice. This perspective aligns with practical action 
research (Mills & Gay, 2019). This study's data 

collection plan followed the mediated-discourse 
analytical pathway linking the semiotic cycle with 
interdiscursivity relevant to the three research study 
questions depicted in Figure 1. Data collected from the 
structured observations during nexus events, labeled 
as workshops, encompassed the visible indicators of 
processing skills manifesting as problem-solving, 
critical thinking, and information processing (Ertel & 
Solomon, 2014). 

This study’s research site was a public sector 
organization in the US federal government, with a 
target population of nearly 700 personnel 
geographically assigned across the country. As a 
senior leader in this organization, the researcher firmly 
understood this setting’s social-cultural context. Such 
understanding proved beneficial. This organization 
has created a diverse, inclusive, and educated 
professional workforce with a tenure average of 19.3 
years, ages ranging from 24 to 66 years old, and a 
gender composition of 39.9 percent female and 60.1 
percent male in 2020. Approximately 75% of the 
management and executive levels hold baccalaureate 
degrees. This study involved a purposeful sample of 
38 members, organized into three groups – the senior 
leadership team, a representative management team, 
and an existing employee council serving as a focus 
group. Applied were three instruments to achieve 
triangulation, intending to match the significance and 
relevance of issues, arguments, and perspectives from 
different angles to generate evidence for findings 
(Simons, 2009). The instruments were (a) structured 
nexus-event observations, (b) semi-structured 
heuristic-based interviews, and (c) the guided review 
of organizational records. Case study methodology, in 
particular, is less concerned with confirmation or 
convergence, whether through different data sources, 
methods, theories, or researchers, but more so with 
exploring different perspectives and how they do or do 
not intersect at a point of nexus (Simons, 2009; 
Scollon, 2001; Scollon & de Saint-Georges, 2011). 
The choice of instruments supported nexus analysis. 
Using methodological interdiscursivity during the 
nexus engagements, labeled as workshops in this 
study, was coupled with a reflexive ethnographic 
application of heuristic questions, as Scollon (2001) 
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suggests. Ertel and Solomon (2014) further supported 
the premise of interdiscursivity, advocating the use of 
interview data as insight to inform agreement and 
divergence before subsequent nexus engagements. 
Nexus analysis provided an analytical pathway to 
explore organizational interventions, the dynamics, 
and implications in practice, particularly with this 

case-bound, action-orientated change involving 
individual and collective learning and mediated 
organizational adaptation (Dooly, 2017; Hui et al., 
2017; Jones et al., 2017; Scollon, 2001).  

 
 

 
 
Figure 1: Analytic Workflow 

 
 
 

Structured observations were conducted during the 
workshops to assess the constructs of critical thinking 
and integrative complexity. The workshops were 
designed to introduce new mental models, constructs, 
approaches, and methods of applying evidence-based 
practices. The observation design overlaid the five 
scales identified in the Watson-Glaser Critical 
Thinking Appraisal (WGCTA) to measure critical 
thinking attributes (Bernard et al., 2008) with Ertel and 
Solomon’s (2014) strategic thinking framework. The 
intent was to produce a consolidated perspective. Their 
strategic thinking (ST) framework combines critical 
thinking and information processing, labeled as 
processing skills. The eight behaviors associated with 
strategic and critical thinking aligned with Schwarz’s 
(2017) mutual learning framework used to guide 
interventions effectively in organizational groups 

(Edmondson, 2017). The research team identified 
themes for categorizing individual behaviors consistent 
with critical thinking and integrative complexity 
through observational data. Semi-structured heuristic-
based interviews were conducted after the workshops 
to identify unsurfaced critical thinking and integrative 
complexity episodes. Respondent validation was 
applied to improve data accuracy, creditability, 
validity, and transferability.  

This data collection accomplished two aims. 
First, asking heuristic questions to identify semiotic 
cycles by verifying and making sense or meaning by 
the participants in the relevant context (Jones et al., 
2017; Scollon & de Saint-Georges, 2011), and 
secondly, filling the gap by asking the participants of 
their sense of quality achieved during workshop 
engagements (Jones et al., 2017). With experience not 
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being directly observable, data about it depends on the 
participants’ ability to reflectively discern aspects of 
their own experience and communicate what they feel 
through conversation to explore the dynamic between 
individuals and situational contexts (Sonday et al., 
2020). Participant interview data from respondent-
validated transcriptions were analyzed to identify 
stability, agreement, divergence, and change readiness 
between participants attending the same facilitated 
workshop. From the "lived experiences" of 
interviewees, patterns were identified that led to 
mediated actions being incorporated into the content of 
the subsequent workshops. 

Guided textural review of organizational 
records composed priori or posteriori, each workshop 
offered insights into the phenomenon (Merriam & 
Tisdell, 2015). As Radaelli et al. (2014) suggested, a 
multi-level analysis went beyond the focus on the 
actions, exploring the mutual interactions between 
individuals, teams, and the organization. Jones et al. 
(2017) described this as the nexus of practice, wherein 
recognizing reoccurring linkages of actions by 
individuals and the ability to adopt those new practices 
throughout a group.  

This ethnographic content analysis was an 
unobtrusive technique that allowed the researcher to 
analyze relatively unstructured data for various 
meanings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). This approach is 
consistent with the interdiscursivity methodology 
during intervention research (Lobo et al., 2017; 
Scollon, 2001). Data analysis during intervention 
research is not left until all data are collected (Jones et 
al., 2017; Mills & Gay, 2019). This study was 
structured around nexus analysis, and reflective 
interdiscursivity resulted in data undergoing collection, 
research, and application to plan content for subsequent 
workshops. The process is repeated to identify patterns 
and categorize themes consistent with critical thinking, 
organizational intervention, and individual integrated 
complexity. This approach of applying 
interdiscursivity contributed toward filling the 
practitioner and researcher gap (Briner et al., 2009; Hall 
et al., 2019).  

 
 

Findings 
 

Organizational interventions to effect change 
are messy and disconcerting, yet success can be 
achieved when orchestrated with clear objectives, 
boundaries, and systematically applied processes using 
data. There are added benefits when flexibility fosters 
exploration and joint discovery by the team and the 
organization.  

The first research question explored the 
transitions between System 1 and System 2 when 
facing complex decisions. The participants in this 
study, seasoned as subject matter experts in many 
domains, demonstrated little authoritative 
understanding of the constructs culminating in strategic 
decision-making when applying the obligation of 
evidence-informed perspectives and conclusions. This 
was not surprising and is commonplace in many 
organizations. One reason was the barrage of volatility, 
uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity experienced 
within the operating environment. Based upon the 
premise that rational decision-making is limited by the 
volume of contextually available information, the 
cognitive limitations of the decision-maker, and the 
time available to make the decision, findings indicate 
that a supplemental obligation exists. Often overlooked 
(or underestimated) is the effort required to pursue 
better clarity in the context of information, recognize 
the biases and heuristics that limit cognitive processing, 
and that time spent on one project results in pulling time 
from another. The prioritization of attention becomes 
paramount when considering cognitive load. The study 
affirmed that when decision-makers are inundated with 
options for new approaches, whether ranked for 
optimization or not, they tend to apply heuristics for 
simplification rather than inquire with colleagues or 
external sources for clarification. A reluctance to 
engage in conversations that would surface the scope of 
their understanding of the basic tenets behind evidence-
based practices between participants during the 
workshops was observed. Observation showed 
participants were less willing to go broad during nexus 
events when exploring barriers to interdependent goal 
setting instead of preferring frames too narrow for 
impact. In other instances, the structure was too broad, 
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resulting in generalizations being distracting and 
derailing focus. As a result, few indications of systems 
thinking while new mental models and schemas were 
being generated, little synthesis having accepted new 
ideas from other sources and forming new stories 
(indicators of substantial integrative complexity), and 
inferences were accepted without discrimination. In 
subsequent interviews, participants confirmed these 
conclusions. The second question examines how a 
leader’s readiness can be assessed and modulated to 
adopt evidence-based management and integrate it into 
routine practices. This research supported the premise 
that an individual’s capacity and capability to 
differentiate multiple dimensions and perspectives 
about an issue and then synthesize any conceptual 
connections among the differentiated characteristics, 
when integrated, can contribute to supporting 
multidimensional processes such as the EBMgt 
framework. In this case, evidence shows a pattern of 
missed opportunities to collect new data, insights, and 
perspectives, cultivating newly acquired information 
into a synthesized, broadened, and deepened 
perspective. Furthermore, the findings highlighted 
individual inferences and assumptions playing a 
significant role when participants assessed the extent to 
which they would participate in the organization’s 
stages of development and implementation. Defined as 
the conclusion made about something unknown based 
upon what was known (Schwarz, 2017), inferences 
around degrees of applied integrative complexity posed 
a substantial challenge for both process and content 
inferences within this population. Lastly, exploring a 
structured organizational intervention, or change 
management approach, to effect benefit when setting 
out to integrate evidence-based management practices 
leading to strengthening strategic decision-making. 

 
 
Recommendations for Practice 
 
Introducing and adopting evidence-based 

practices can form a new organizational strategy for the 
future. To that end, enabling recommendations are 
offered: (1) Emphasize the benefits achieved beyond 
the process. Throughout the journey, trust becomes 

pivotal. (2) A deep pool of potential evidence is urged 
before generating solutions to a strategic-level 
challenge while recognizing that evidence alone will 
not persuade others. Those introducing evidence must 
remain mindful, looking for indicators of offended 
colleagues–those who perceive their intuitiveness, 
competence, or intelligence as being undermined or 
challenged. The new evidence should be presented in 
such a way as to legitimize their change in rational 
judgment. Scaffolding and nudging during 
engagements can improve understanding. (3) 
Implementation of evidence-based practices should 
begin with a baselining of existing skills and 
understanding of those leaders expected to make sense 
of EBMgt. Building individual and group training and 
experiential organizational learning activities are 
recommended once a baseline understanding is 
established. (4) Findings confirmed that when people 
apply assertive inquiry (or mutual learning behaviors), 
they can overcome cognitive inhibition. An 
organization's culture becomes primed to absorb 
EBMgt as a strategic routine when those practices 
surface during the engagement. Examples include 
sharing personal perspectives, asking genuine 
questions, conveying all relevant information, 
explaining reasons and intentions, and testing 
assumptions and inferences. Structured strategic 
discussions lead to strategic outcomes; it is not by 
happenstance. (5) The widespread lack of knowledge in 
scientific methodological research continues to plague 
most practitioners. Formal instruction and experiential 
learning can be helpful but only to the extent necessary 
for leaders to understand their obligations and for 
employees to see an application to their work. 
Otherwise, voluntary participation in expanded training 
opportunities is adequate. Benefits are gained when the 
culture begins accepting rigorous evidence to address 
irrelevant data, improve interpretation from the best 
data, boost critical thinking by the team, and facilitate 
higher caliber intuitiveness by subject matter experts. 
(6) The analysis found the benefit of one-on-one semi-
structured, heuristic-based interviews with randomly 
sampled leaders to understand how they are making 
meaning during the shared experience of the change 
management effort. The heuristic approach identified 
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gaps, excessive overlap, agreement, and divergence. 
Managing the intervention by applying the analytical 
path of intervention research workflow proved 
beneficial as a change management model. (7) Senior 
leaders and those facilitating the implementation of the 
new EBMgt framework should restrain the urge to 
express their perception at the outset, which is likely to 
be perceived as the "right answer" by subordinate 
leaders and followers. The recommendation is to pause, 
allowing others to express their perceptions first. As the 
evolution of EBMgt practices becomes more prevalent, 
that senior leader's initial impression may be altered 
upon hearing better evidence, and the minority voice 
may surface. It is about nudging and choice 
architecture. (8) In their de facto role as subject matter 
experts, leaders are increasingly unaware of external 
forces breaching their spheres of expertise. Examples 
of those external forces include technology, new 
regulations, and advanced approaches to analysis. Such 
a condition imposes risk and diminished effectiveness 
when leaders assume the breadth and depth of their 
expertise without realizing other expert domains have 
crept into their praxis. Additionally, time pressures and 
other cognitive interference adversely impact the fuller 
benefit of deliberative, critical thinking during strategic 
discussions. However, challenges can be overcome 
with assistance from experts in other domains. It takes 
more than just thinking critically about critical issues.  

 
 

Conclusions 
 
It is commonly stated that qualitative studies 

offer relevance and usefulness to decision-makers; 
however, often missing are established methods to 
assess the transferability instead of the generalizability 
of findings by practitioners. A benefit of this study was 
the focus on the relevance of the results and the 
intended audience, recognizing that perhaps all or only 
some of the findings may be helpful to colleagues in 
other fields. Practitioners face a challenge in seeing the 
relevance of evidence-based approaches to solving 
their strategic problems. Through a designed-based 
case study methodology as an investigation from 
multiple perspectives into the complexity and novelty 

of a particular institutional intervention, this study was 
beneficial. The blending of the researcher and 
practitioner roles overcame the difficulties in 
transforming a perceived academic framework into a 
pragmatic approach. For this reason, this applied, 
intrinsic case study emphasized the transferability of 
evidence-based management insights into the 
practicing community. One reason for a qualitative case 
study preference over a quantitative methodology is the 
likely threat to validity attributed to history and the lack 
of operational control over activities occurring in real 
time. Such a state means a potential impact on variable 
performance, adding selection threat with established 
sample groups serving as existing teams performing at 
various maturity levels that change over time. This 
particularistic, descriptive case study research relied 
heavily on qualitative data to understand how the 
leaders and management teams in this federal public 
sector organization underwent an organizational 
intervention to build capacity in determining the level 
of rationality needed to render the most effective, 
evidence-based decisions. These findings identified 
how their lived experience contributed to assessing the 
extent to which practices in EBMgt could support better 
decision outcomes. Having identified an approach for 
establishing a state of capability and readiness to adopt 
the EBMgt framework elements, it also answered the 
literature calling for an empirically validated 
organizational intervention strategy achieved via 
improved collaboration and understanding with agency 
leadership, enabling the implementation of evidence-
based management. Practitioners would benefit from 
further research into the factors and practices 
supporting individual and team adoption of mutual 
learning approaches that would bolster collective 
integrative complexity. In summary, this research 
provided an understanding of how leadership teams can 
determine the requisite level of rationality needed to 
render the most effective evidence-based strategic 
decisions, identified how the "lived experience" 
contributed to a successful intervention of the EBMgt 
framework, and offered a process for establishing the 
state of the capability to adopt the EBMgt framework 
beneficial for improved decisions and organizational 
outcomes 
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