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INTRODUCTION
‘All knowledge should be translated into action.’

(Albert Einstein)

The impetus to undertake the research that underpins this paper was generated by a single comment made by Mr. Michael Chaney, former CEO of Wesfarmers, now Chairman of the National Australia Bank and President of the Business Council of Australia, after a presentation on business leadership to an MBA Organizational Behaviour group at the Graduate School of Management, the University of Western Australia in April 2004. During the question and answer session he was asked, “Do you read academic journals that cover business and organizational issues to help you keep up to speed with what you do as a leader and in running your company?” His answer was, “No I don’t - and I’m not aware of anyone else in my circle who does. The only publication I do read regularly to keep up with current ideas is The Economist”. 

Since Chaney made these remarks, there have been a growing number of criticisms from non-academics about what they regard as the lack of relevance and impact of much of the research conducted by academics in Australia and overseas. For example, in a wide-ranging critique of what he considered to be the outdated cultures and mind-sets of Australian universities, Christopher Pearson made these comments: ‘Think of the endless, mostly pointless expenditure of effort on refereed journal articles about ever more specialist and arcane topics. Imagine all the unpublishable theses and unreadable books. If I were an undergraduate, I think it’s that vast amount of time and money wasted to prop up academic amour-propre that would upset me the most. The inefficiency of having academic staff not available to teach for substantial chunks of the year would be irksome, especially for someone who could otherwise fit a three-year degree into two years. More irksome yet is the realisation that Australian universities are not, and never have been, overburdened with distinguished scholars, and that all but the most distinguished teachers tend to be looked down on’ (Pearson 2006: 8).

More specifically, one disgruntled former business studies’ student observed that, ‘Much research is curiosity based, published in arcane journals read only by other academics, and of little practical utility in occupationally relevant courses. Business research has a notoriously poor transfer into real-world management practices’. He went on to say that the consequence of the time the academics spend publishing in such ‘arcane journals’ is that students, ‘are often subjected to uninterested lecturers, peremptorily “feeding the chooks” from obsolete notes without any regard for the learning needs of the student and the teaching techniques that enhance those needs. Students also find tutors failing to turn up or tutorials cancelled at a whim; student work lost by lecturers; lecturers who would rather be left alone to indulge themselves on matters that will never be relevant to the need of students’ (Australian Financial Review, Letters Page, 15 December 2004).

It has also been suggested that this focus on ‘arcane research’ has other consequences; the most obvious one being the way this shapes the content and delivery of business and management courses. It is argued that these generally focus far too much on theory and disciplinary content, and not enough on practical, vocational and professional skills and competencies. For example, the 2006 Business Council of Australia (BCA) report is the latest in a long line of reports from here and overseas that has been critical of the general quality of university graduates. It suggests that Australian universities are still failing to instill basic professional competencies in their undergraduates, such as team working skills, cross-cultural sensitivity and understanding, communication skills, creativity and innovation, leadership attributes, problem solving abilities and decision making skills (BCA 2006). 
While all Australian universities now have generic ‘attribute statements’ indicating the kinds of skills and competencies they should graduate with, they are still failing to do this. Why? Because, it is argued, so much of what continues to be taught on mainstream business and management courses revolves around disciplinary content and mainstream academic research, without any meaningful dialogue with or input from business and industry about the skills and attributes they believe graduates should possess. However, it should be noted that there is - by necessity- a more vocational and applied emphasis in the content and delivery of postgraduate courses such as MBAs, and more regular dialogues between postgraduate management schools and business and industry groups (Forster and Gunningham 2004). 

From within academia, there are also a few individuals who have become more critical of the dominant research and teaching paradigm within business schools in recent years. For example, Henry Mintzberg - one of a small handful of scholars who is also known in business and industry circles in the USA - has made these comments: ‘Attend the annual meeting of the Academy of Management and you will find thousands of scholars addressing all kinds of issues pertaining to organizations. Much of this discussion is pedantic, some of it is awful, but the best of it amounts to a substantial body of insight. The trouble with the Academy of Management is that the researchers talk mostly to each other, as they do in most of their journals. Some practitioners slip in, but most go elsewhere in search of ideas. Many, in fact, dismiss academic research as irrelevant to their needs’ (Mintzberg 2004: 395). 
Some commentators would argue that if we substitute ‘Australia New Zealand Academy of Management’ (ANZAM) for ‘Academy of Management’, this statement then becomes a fair description of what is regarded as the most important annual conference of its kind in Australia and New Zealand. Furthermore, there has been no interest over the last decade from mainstream business and management journalists in either attending this, or in reporting on the many dozens of research presentations and symposia it features each year, nor has there ever been any interest in funding or sponsoring this event from the corporate sector. However, for the first time, interviews were being planned between the keynote speakers at the 2006 ANZAM Conference and east-coast business press journalists (personal communication from ANZAM, 14 May 2006).
Whatever the validity of these criticisms may be, they do reflect a widespread belief among business practitioners and journalists that a great deal of business/management research lacks relevance and applicability. It is also fair to say that what is uppermost in the minds of many academics during non-teaching periods is not teaching and learning, or personal teaching development, or attending conferences, seminars or workshops dedicated to teaching and learning issues, or spending a lot of time and resources on revamping or updating course materials and/or modes of teaching delivery, or external consulting and working directly with business and industry. What is most likely to be at the forefront of their thoughts - particularly for early-career scholars - is research, preferably of the kind that can be published in international peer-reviewed academic journals that are ranked highly within their particular academic discipline. And, although there has been a moderate shift toward a greater recognition of the real value and importance of teaching and learning performance in promotion and appointment decisions recently, suitability for these is still judged primarily by pure academic research outputs. So it is in that area - not surprisingly - where many academics will focus most of their time and energy during non-teaching periods.
There are now many outlets for this type of research. Worldwide, at least 70 English-language academic business, management and organizational studies’ journals are published - generating more than 1400 articles a year (assuming a conservative average of five articles per issue per quarter). These represent the end result of a significant investment of time and resources by academics, supported by hundreds of millions of dollars in taxpayer generated research-grants in numerous universities around the world. In this country, the value of Australian Research Council (ARC) grants awarded to business and management academics in 2005 was  $18 380 138 in categories 350100-359999 ‘Commerce, business, management, tourism and services’, spread over 85 funded projects (information provided by Jan Muir, ARC, May 23 2006). This does not include the time and other resources expended by academics on research, so the full costs of business and management research in Australia will be considerably higher than this figure suggests.
While some journals, such as the Advanced Management Journal, the Harvard Business Review and the California Management Review stress their practical/vocational focus and often publish articles from non-academics, many mainstream academic publications in these fields also claim that their outputs are aimed not just at academics and students, but also at practitioners and business leaders. To cite just a few examples of these:

The Academy of Management Review aims, ‘to publish research-based knowledge in order to inform and improve management practice. Articles, notes and other materials published in the Executive provide practitioners with information that is scholarly and useful for executives and implementing new organizational practices’. 
The Journal of Business Research, ‘applies theory developed from business research to actual business situations … published for executives, researchers and scholars alike, the Journal aids the application of empirical research to practical situations and theoretical findings to the reality of the business world’.

The Journal of Management Studies, ‘publishes articles on organization theory and behaviour, strategic and human resource management - from empirical studies and theoretical developments to practical applications’.

The Journal of Organizational Behaviour, ‘includes articles on empirical research or theoretical articles about the disciplines of organizational behaviour (and) practitioner articles about the applications of OB in organizations and that have (sic) managers as an intended audience’.

The Leadership and Organization Development Journal, ‘aims to provide insights into the expected qualities of leaders in the current climate. It presents research and views on making and developing dynamic leaders, how organizations can and will change and how leaders can effect this’, and ‘to provide all those involved in organization change and organization leadership with up-to-date ideas, new research of major issues and current case-studies for the development of people at all levels in organizations’. 

The Leadership Quarterly ‘brings together a focus on leadership for scholars, consultants, practicing managers, executives and administrators (and) provides timely publication of leadership research and applications and has a global reach’.

Management Science, ‘seeks to publish articles that identify, extend or unify scientific knowledge pertaining to management …however, the unifying thread of Management Science articles is a fundamental focus on improving our understanding of the practice of management’.

(Source: journal websites, 15 May 2006)

While there has certainly been an increasing emphasis on ‘industry relevant’ and collaborative research with business and public sector organizations in recent years, anecdotal evidence suggests that very little of the output of academics influences the thinking of any of Australia’s business and public sector leaders (see, for example, Hosie et al 2004). This is certainly the view of business people working in the Small and Medium Enterprise (SME) sector in Western Australia, an issue we return to briefly towards the end of this article. Furthermore, there are clear indications that the proposed Australian Research Quality Framework (RQF) will place a greater emphasis on the impact and applications of academic research in the future, so this is an issue that deserves more attention from business and management academics. (At the time this article was submitted, the implementation of the RQF had been deferred by the Federal Education Minister, Julie Bishop, until late 2007).

PURPOSES AND OBJECTIVES
This exploratory study had four purposes:

To evaluate whether the claims made about the lack of relevance and impact of business and management research on practitioners are true, or not.

To understand why business and public sector leaders may not be making use of these abundant taxpayer funded outputs and resources.

To describe the possible implications of these findings for research and teaching activities in business/management schools in the future.

To discuss what the implications might be for how academics disseminate the results of their research in the public arena in the future. 

To fulfill these purposes, the research underpinning this study had three objectives: 

To evaluate if academic management/business research publications have any effect/impact on the thinking, leadership and organizational management strategies of the leaders of Australia’s biggest private sector businesses and public sector organizations. 

To identify which academic and practitioner/professional publications have the most impact on leaders of Australia’s biggest private sector businesses and public sector organizations, and those which have the least impact. 

To better understand how (and where) Australia’s business and public sector leaders access information and knowledge that help them stay at the cutting edge of organizational leadership, business and management issues.

METHODOLOGY
To recap, the aim of this exploratory survey was to evaluate the utility and relevance of a broad spectrum of academic and practitioner/professional publications to the leaders of the 150 biggest private sector businesses (by market capitalization), and the 80 largest public sector organizations in Australia (by number of employees). The private sector companies were selected from the listing on the Australian Stock Exchange (ASX) on 5 January 2005. The public sector organizations were identified from searches of numerous State and Territory public sector information websites during November and December 2004. A sample of 50 mainstream academic business and management journals was selected from the rankings compiled by Dubois (2000) and Geary et al (2004). In addition, 12 professional/practitioner focused journals and magazines were selected from those most commonly used by business practitioners in Australia. (Please refer to Appendix 1. This list is not exhaustive, and to keep the questionnaire down to the shortest possible length several discipline specific journals were not included in, for example, economics, marketing, finance, accounting and IT).

The survey instrument was divided into two sections. Section A, consisted of six-point Likert scale items, where respondents were asked to evaluate their awareness and readership of the chosen journals, where: 1 = I subscribe to this publication and read it regularly; 2 = I don’t subscribe to this publication, but read it regularly; 3 = I sometimes read this publication; 4 = I rarely read this publication; 5 = I never read this publication and 6 = I was not aware of this publication’s existence. In Section B, they were also asked to indicate which journals or magazines they subscribed to, why they read these, and to indicate other sources of information on business and management issues which they utilised. 230 questionnaires were posted toward the end of January 2005, with reminders being sent out three weeks later. By the end of February 2005, 83 completed questionnaires had been returned - a response rate of 36 percent. Of these, 48 were returned from the CEOs/MDs of the private sector companies and 35 from public sector leaders.

RESULTS
It was not a great surprise to find that the business and public sector leaders surveyed made little or no use of almost all academic business, management and organizational journals. In fact, the results were both categorical and stark. The following journals were not subscribed to, or read, by any of the CEOs and public sector leaders in this sample:

Academy of Management Executive, Academy of Management Journal, British Journal of Management, Business and Society Review, Gender Work and Organization, Group and Organization Studies, Human Factors, Human Performance, Human Resource Management Journal, International Journal of Human Resource Management, Journal of Business Ethics, Journal of Business Research, Journal of General Management, Journal of International Business Studies, Journal of Management Studies, Journal of Leadership Studies, Journal of Occupational Psychology, Journal of Vocational Behaviour, Journal of World Business, Management Learning, Management Science, Organization, Organization Development Journal, Organizational Dynamics, Organizational Learning, Organization Science, Organization Studies and Research in Organizational Behaviour. Not only did none of these men and women subscribe to, or read, any of these journals, in more than three-quarters of cases they stated that they had not heard of them or were not aware of their existence. By way of contrast, many of these journals are ranked highly by senior business and management academics at Australian universities (Soutar et al 2005: 5-6).

The journals that were ‘sometimes’ or ‘rarely’ read by this group are The Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources (14), Australian Journal of Public Administration (14), Employee Relations (12), Australian Journal of Management (12), Public Administration (10), Public Administration Review (6), Strategic Management Review (4), Women in Management Review (3), Administrative Science Quarterly (3), Journal of Organizational Change Management (3), Management Inquiry (2), Journal of Organizational Behaviour (2), Journal of Management and Organization (2) Academy of Management Review (2), Journal of Knowledge Management (2), Leadership and Organization Development (2), Business Ethics Quarterly (1), the Ecologist (1), Leadership Quarterly (1), Journal of Business Research (1). (Note: some respondents read more than one journal or magazine). Of these, the three academic publications most likely to be read by business and public sector leaders are currently ranked in the bottom ten of the 71 journals evaluated by Soutar et al.
Predictably, there was a much higher level of readership of the more practitioner oriented/vocational journals and magazines, which included: The Economist (67), Business Review Weekly (65), Management (Australian Institute of Management) (33), The Bulletin (31), Financial Times (24), Harvard Business Review (24), Executive Excellence (22), Fast Company (17), California Management Review (15), Fortune (12), CEO (10), Sloan Management Review (9) and The Advanced Management Journal (5). (Numbers indicate which publications they subscribed to, or read ‘regularly’ or ‘sometimes’. ‘Rarely’ responses are excluded, and some respondents read more than one journal). The Sloan Management Review and California Management Review were ranked at 32 and 33 in the survey by Soutar et al, with HBR coming in at number 47. Business Review Weekly, CEO, The Bulletin, The Economist and the Financial Times did not appear in this survey.

In Section B of the questionnaire, they were asked to rank in order of importance which business sections of Australian national newspapers and state-based business publications they read on a regular basis, and provide information on other publications they regularly consulted for information about current trends, new ideas and innovations in business and management. Ranked in order of use, the five most frequently read newspapers were: The Australian Financial Review (78), The Australian (63), The Sydney Morning Herald (44) and The Age (25), The Herald Sun (22), The Courier Mail (20), The West Australian (7) and WA Business News (2).
For the publications they subscribed to, or read regularly, they were then asked for three reasons why they did so, and conversely for the publications they did not read regularly. They were also asked if they had any other comments they would like to make about the relevance of academic journals and/or practitioner and professional publications to their job, business or organization. Their responses to the first question are clustered into five broad categories:
Q1. ‘For the publications that you do subscribe to, or read regularly, please briefly describe the three most important reasons why you choose to do this.’

Open ended comments about practitioner/professional journals (frequency of similar responses in brackets) included: ‘Timely/ topical/ current/ up to date with industry or business sector’ (71); ‘concise/ cut to the chase/ summarise relevant materials/ easy to digest/ succinct/ targeted/ readable/ good executive summaries’ (50); ‘applied/ practical/ industry relevant/ business specific (35); ‘not academic/ not written by academics/ written by experienced practitioners and/or people sympathetic to business’ (18); and ‘new/ cutting edge/ innovative ideas’ (13).

Q2. ‘For the publications that you do not read regularly, please briefly describe the three most important reasons why you choose to do this.’

Their open-ended comments about what were exclusively academic journals were more diverse (frequency of similar comments in brackets): ‘Did not know about them/ did not know of their existence/ never heard of them’ (68); ‘boring/ dull/ unreadable/ turgid/ inert language’ (43); ‘not enough time’ (37); ‘too theoretical/ impractical/ not relevant to my business or company/ lack commercial and/or practical applications/ limited utility/ state the obvious’ (35); ‘full of jargon’ (27); ‘over-use of meaningless and/or (over)complicated statistics/ far too quantitative/ meaningless correlations and/or hard to follow statistical analyses’ (22); ‘dated/ out of date/ redundant ideas’ (22); ‘cost’ (13); ‘easy access not available’ (11); ‘usually thrown into the bin’ (7) (response to receiving inspection copies of some journals); ‘left-wing ideology masquerading/ disguised as management theory’ (6); ‘too many meaningless and/or pointless prescriptive surveys’ (3); ‘much of it, particularly the IR stuff, is Marxist claptrap’ (1); and ‘never actually seem to come to any conclusions - always referring to the need for “more research” ’ (1).

What is most revealing about the second set of responses is that while almost all respondents claim to read very few mainstream academic business/management journals, they all have very strong and polemical opinions about these. We can only surmise from this that whatever exposure they have had to these journals in the past (perhaps as undergraduates or postgraduates?), this appears to have permanently tainted their opinions about these. And, as the replies above indicate, their collective assessment of the research output of hundreds of business and management academics around Australia is less than flattering. In fact, they are universally negative about this and very few had anything positive to say about their collective outputs from here or overseas.

DISCUSSION
‘Knowledge is as wings to man's life, and a ladder for his ascent. Its
acquisition is incumbent upon everyone. The knowledge of such sciences,
however, should be acquired as can profit the peoples of the earth, and
not those which begin with words and end with words.’

(Baha'u'llah the prophet, founder of the Baha'i Faith)

The findings in this exploratory survey raise several uncomfortable questions about the relevance of academic research to key public sector and business leaders in Australia, a group one might assume would be at least interested in being exposed to what is often represented in journal editorials as being at the cutting-edge of research and knowledge generation in business, management and organizational thinking. However, this does not appear to be the case. Almost all of our respondents are not aware of, or do not read, most of the journals that are considered to be the most prestigious by academics. As noted earlier, this confirmation of an apparent lack of research relevance and impact coincides with growing criticisms of the lack of real world business experience of people working in Business Faculties and Graduate Management Schools, the relevance of research in academic journals to practitioners, and the way that management and businesses courses are taught (see, for example, Green and Hammer 2006; Bennis and O’Toole 2005; Pearson 2005; Sharma 2005; Mintzberg 2004; Hosie, et al 2004). 
As one former Deputy VC (Research and Commercialisation) at Queensland University of Technology has observed, ‘Recognition by peers has served the academic community well and it remains an essential component of the research evaluation process. But, we are living in changing times (meaning) that research, especially that funded by taxpayers has to be relevant. It is no longer sufficient in today’s climate to say that one’s research has impact purely because it is influencing the research of other researchers. The traditional reluctance to include end-users in the peer review process does have the potential to make us appear to the wider community as yet another self-indulgent interest group, but there is a more compelling need to involve end-users in the evaluation process. Society is increasingly looking to the research community to create economic opportunities or to solve its problems’ (abridged from Sharma 2005: 23).

In a similar vein, Henry Mintzberg  has also questioned both the micro-focus and lack of applied relevance of much business/management research and many of the doctorates produced in the USA over the last twenty years (2004: 388-393). He has also been very critical of what he calls the ‘closed-shop’ mentality of academics, where we alone decide, conduct, control and judge what is, and what is not, ‘good’ research. As he notes, ‘We insist on the exclusive right to screen each others work and yet expect society to pay the bill. It is an extraordinary display of arrogance matched only by the acquiescence of those who pay the bills. Of course, we insist on this as a shield to protect our delicate ideas, never admitting that it can also be a smokescreen to obscure bad work’ (ibid 2004: 396). He could perhaps have added that old canard, ‘academic freedom’, which is also routinely dragged out to defend the lack of independent third-party reviews of the value and impact of our research.

Bennis and O’Toole go much further than this in an extensive critique of what they regard as an increasingly irrelevant and outdated one-size-fits-all view of academic ‘excellence’ in publishing:

‘Some of what is published in A-list journals is excellent, imaginative and valuable. But much is not. A renowned CEO doubtless speaks for many when he labels academic publishing, “a vast wasteland”, from the point of view of business practitioners. In fact, relevance is often systematically expunged from these journals … By allowing the scientific research model to drive out all others, business schools are institutionalizing their own irrelevance … A management professor who publishes rigorously executed studies in the highly quantitative Administrative Science Quarterly is considered a star, while an academic whose articles appear in the accessible pages of a professional review – which is much more likely to influence business practices - risks being denied tenure. We know of no scholar at a first-rate business school with a good publishing record who has been denied tenure or promotion for being a poor teacher or for being unable to teach effectively in executive education programs, where teachers must have real world experience. But we do know of a Professor of Finance who was denied promotion when his department decided he was not a serious scholar. The damning evidence included seven articles in this publication (The Harvard Business Review) and the highest teaching ratings in his department … The dirty little secret at most of today’s best business schools is that (academic research articles) serve the faculty’s research interests and career goals with too little regard for the needs of other stakeholders’ (abridged from Bennis and O’Toole 2005: 99; 100-101; 103). 
More recently, a critical commentary on the Research Assessment Evaluation process in the UK (and the considerable disagreements over journal rankings that continue to this day) also questioned the purpose and relevance of much academic publishing, noting that ‘hardly anyone reads actually reads the stuff. It gets published, it promotes the author’s career and is good for the department’s research profile … it must be remembered that what’s important is to disseminate research knowledge as openly and effectively as possible, rather than for that knowledge to be seen as a static and dormant symbol of research ranking, both individually and collectively’ (cited by Steele 2006: 42).

There may be other business and management academics who have subscribed to the views expressed by Sharma, Mintzberg, and Bennis and O’Toole, and have discovered to their cost that this has hindered their academic career progression. Conversely, it is still possible for an academic to become a full Professor of Management and/or Business, without having any practical business or management experience, or without engaging on a regular basis with real-life businesses - except as consumers. This is a state of affairs that business practitioners find utterly incomprehensible. It is also possible to sell thousands of copies of an intellectually grounded and well-written practitioner book that has a real impact on business people and how they run their companies, and yet receive less research evaluation points than five or six academic journal articles that might be read by a few hundred academics and Ph.D students. 
In addition, existing Australian Research Council regulations, the guidelines for publication in almost all academic business and management journals, and university promotion criteria all actively encourage this other-worldly mentality. For business school academics, there are no incentives to move away from the old ’publish - in academic journals - or perish’ mentality. In fact, anyone who does pursue an alternative course to this will find that they progress in their careers at a much slower pace. Furthermore, the criteria for publication in many academic journals do not require contributors to demonstrate any practical applications of their work, and where they are mentioned usually result in a few nebulous recommendations in the conclusions to these articles. This philosophy rests on an underlying premise that a growing number of business academics now regard as outdated and, perhaps, even arrogant: namely that our job is primarily to generate knowledge among ourselves, and any practical outcomes are not really our concern. 

Although a fuller discussion of this issue is beyond the scope of this article, one reason why much of what we write cannot be easily accessed and utilised by practitioners is that almost all of these outputs are based on quantitative data and methodologies. However, much of the real-life practice of leadership and management cannot be reduced to statistical analyses and/or correlations between variables, and anyone who spends a lot of time in working with practitioners in organizations will know that many of the problems they encounter are not amenable to the apparently easy, a-contextual ‘solutions’ generated through distance methodologies, such as questionnaire surveys and quantitative statistical analyses. And, although many academics may deny it, quantitative research is still regarded as ‘real’ research, and qualitative research is regarded - at best - as a poor cousin, or at worse just a pre-amble to ‘proper’ quantitative analyses. Where in all of this earnest positivistic endevour are the opportunities to simply generate ideas - ideas that can be used by real people in real-life organizational contexts?  

The dominant quantitative/distance methodology paradigm that shapes so much of the research outputs of business and management academics has other consequences. As Bennis and O’Toole have observed, ‘Employers are noticing that freshly minted MBAs, even those from the best schools - in some cases especially those from the best schools - lack skills their organizations need. At first employers were confused about the source of the problem, but they seemed to be realizing that the people who taught the new hires had spent little time in organizations as managers or consultants and that younger faculty members may not even know many business people. Today, business practitioners are discovering that business school professors know more about academic publishing than they do about the problems of the workplace. It’s no wonder that that there has been such a marked increase in the number of in-house corporate universities and for-profit management education organizations [ ] we cannot imagine a professor of surgery who has never seen a patient, or a piano teacher who doesn’t play the instrument, and yet today’s business schools are packed with intelligent, highly-skilled faculty with little or no managerial experience’ (ibid: 102 and 103). 

Consequently, I and a growing number of colleagues involved in postgraduate business and management education, now believe we are (or should be) primarily in the business of producing well-rounded and equipped business professionals and managers (at the undergraduate, postgraduate or practitioner levels) who can contribute at both an individual and collective level to the economic and social future of Australia. To do this, lecturers must be able integrate practical hands-on experience of real-life industries and businesses with intellectual rigour, and the theories, models and concepts that underpin good leadership, people management and organizational management. To do this effectively requires some time away from publishing in academic journals, and effective in-depth engagement outside the classroom with real-life private and public sector organizations. Echoing Bennis and O’Toole, this suggestion has clear parallels with the situation that has existed in law and medical faculties for decades. In these, there has certainly been a strong emphasis on cutting-edge research and intellectual inquiry, but these have always been combined with an explicit hands-on vocational/professional training orientation, seeking practical solutions to real-life legal and medical challenges and active engagement with the practical ramifications and applications of both disciplines. 

Once this has been achieved, our secondary role should be engaging with and helping real-world businesses and organizations to form, grow, develop and change, and contribute to the economic well-being and sustainable future development of Australia. It follows naturally, at least in the context of potgraduate management schools, that only when we have fulfilled the first two roles should we then be engaged in the business of producing articles for academic journals. In this context, it could also be argued that we need to focus more on truly cutting-edge and innovative research, not quantity. To quote Mintzberg again, ‘Academic research on organizations suffers from two big problems. First, it is not very efficient. Second, it is not very accessible. Finding good insights from academic research is like panning for gold. The searcher has to go through lots of silt and stone before a nugget appears. It is tedious work that most practicing managers avoid. Understandable but unfortunate, because the nuggets can be valuable’ (Mintzberg 2004: 395). 
During the first half of 2006, I had numerous opportunities to discuss this issue with more than 150 business and public sector practitioners and leaders in a variety of different forums in Western Australia and Queensland (the Top Executive Club, City of Perth Committee participants, workshops with several consulting clients and so forth). They too were unanimous in their expectation that we should be spending a good proportion of our time engaged in research activities that have at least some impact on, and relevance, for them and their organizations. However, in common with respondents to the questionnaire survey, the universal opinion of all the men and women in these groups was that virtually all the research churned out by business and management academics each year in Australia (or overseas) had no impact on them as leaders, or on how they managed their businesses and organizations.

In addition to these criticisms, another blunt message that came across loud and clear in both the questionnaire survey, and in discussions with numerous business and public sector practitioners this year, is that almost all of these men and women find much of what academics write to be unreadable (an opinion, I suspect, shared by a good number of academics even if we never discuss this issue openly!). A casual look through just a small selection of the best known management/business journals during May 2006 uncovered the following choice examples of academic jargon: ‘interpersonal stress situation’, ‘veridical conceptualisation’, ‘didactic intercourse’, ‘cosmopoly of intervening variables’, ‘autopoeitic synergy’, ‘hermeneutic transcendence’, and my favourite, ‘proactive triangulation of incongruent exploratory factors’. And, all of these were situated in linguistic frameworks that were invariably inert, dry, colourless and humourless. While we are all routinely exposed to brain-numbing jargon in many academic journals (and in order to get articles published we all end up using this dull language), no one has ever demonstrated or proven that this serves any useful purpose whatsoever. While linguistic precision, sophistication and flair are all important, jargon is insipid and uninspiring. And, if we don’t find this stimulating to read, what possible chance is there that non-academics will? 1
There is one final comment that should be made about research relevance: we know that the people who have had the biggest impact on business and management over the last thirty years, such as Charles Handy, Peter Drucker, Gary Hamel, Peter Mintzberg, Michael Porter, James Quinn, Peter Schwartz, Charles O’Reilly, Jeffrey Pfeffer, Jay Conger, Jim Collins, Jerry Porras, John Kotter, Barry Posner and several others (including the much-maligned Tom Peters in his younger days), were either not academics, or spent a considerable amount of their time engaging with real-life organizations on practical issues and topical problems. Furthermore, because most of what Handy and Drucker wrote was rarely based on traditional quantitative research methodologies, little of this would ever have been accepted for publication in academic business and management journals - despite the enormous impact their ideas have had on the practice of management and business over the last forty years.

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
This study has some obvious limitations:

First, it only covered the leaders of some of the biggest private and public sector employers in Australia, with two-thirds of the original sample of 230 not replying to the questionnaire. In addition, no survey data was collected on the impact of academic research on SMEs or entrepreneurial businesses. 

Second, without confirmatory research we do need to be cautious about coming to any definitive conclusions about the impact of our research at the local level. It is certain that at least some of this does filter through to practitioners, particularly on MBA and EMBA programs, and through external management consulting and leadership development activities. However, while anecdotal evidence suggests that our research does have an impact in these areas, the precise effects of this has never been quantified and - at least here at the University of Western Australia - there are no systems in place to accurately measure this. In an attempt to get an idea of how our research is being disseminated to practitioners locally, a follow up e-survey was sent three times to 80 academic staff at the University of Western Australia Business School during December 2005 and January 2006. However, this prompted just 8 responses, none of which explicitly addressed the impact of their research on the local business community or public sector organizations.

Third, it may be that practitioners refuse to acknowledge, or are simply unaware of, how previous insights from academic research have shaped many of the business practices they now take for granted. These include selection and recruitment practices, psychometric testing, globalization strategies, knowledge management, transformational leadership, corporate governance, environmental sustainability, scenario-mapping, chaos theory, creativity and innovation, emotional intelligence, organizational learning, personal performance and stress management, quality management, marketing principles, equity and diversity, empowerment and many others that could be mentioned. 

Fourth, to keep the questionnaire to less than four pages, discipline specific journals in economics, marketing, finance, accounting, IT and so forth were not included, although it should be noted that no respondents referred specifically to any of these in their survey form responses.

Further research on these issues is warranted, in particular why so little academic research in business and management filters through to Australian business and public sector leaders, and why so little of this has an impact on their leadership and management practices. If ‘research relevance and impact’ do indeed become more significant components of future RQF assessment exercises - as most commentators expect - then it would be prudent to start evaluating precisely what impact and relevance we now have outside the academic domain now.
CONCLUSION
‘Doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different or better results.’

(An ancient definition of madness)

The results of this first ever survey into the readership of academic and practitioner publications in senior public sector, management and business circles raises several important questions for the academic business/management community, for the focus and conduct of research by business and management academics and, indirectly, for Australian taxpayers who fund much of the research traditionally carried out in business faculties. These include:

At a very fundamental level, what is the justification for much of the research carried out by business/management academics if no-one (or, perhaps, very few people) outside Australian universities actually read or make active use of it?

Can we afford the luxury of purely academic research that is hardly used and has little impact on the men and women whose business decisions drive the primary wealth creation engines of the Australian economy, and affect thousands of employees and consumers every working day?

How much of the research conducted by business/management academics is conducted with an explicit emphasis on the real-world performance of managers, professionals, business leaders, companies and/or public sector organizations - as opposed to dealing with theoretical or intellectual questions that are of interest only to other academics?

Should it be a requirement that a significant proportion of future tax-payer funded research in business and management be required to have practical and vocational relevance and outcomes?

Do Australian Business Schools and Graduate Management Schools need to embrace more practical/collaborative research projects, and should these be actively encouraged by the Australian Research Council?
Do business/management schools need to develop better strategies for the commercialisation of academic research and intellectual property?

Do we need to establish an applied organizational/management/business journal that can summarise the research that academics put out in an appealing and accessible style, with an emphasis on their practical implications and ramifications for Australian business, industry and the public sector in a format similar to HBR, AMJ or CMR in the USA? (A provisional title for this might be, So What?)

Do we need to make a concerted effort to open up our journals and conferences to management practitioners and business leaders, in order to encourage greater dialogue and interaction between these groups and academics?

More generally, business schools and postgraduate management schools are being forced to change with the times as they seek a better balance between traditional academic pursuits such as pure research, delivering high quality and vocationally relevant courses, bridging the theory/practice divide and engaging with business and industry in applied research and consulting. For any Australian business school to be truly successful (and to be highly ranked in international tables) it must be able to engage more effectively with students, alumni, employers and, above all, with senior business people and public sector leaders. As regards the latter group, this exploratory study suggests that it is failing completely although, as noted above, some of our research certainly does transfer through MBA, Executive MBA and undergraduate programs, and via external leadership development and consulting activities. And if, as many editorials in academic journals claim, our research is ‘cutting-edge’, is it not also incumbent upon us to disseminate this information more effectively? 

On a more pragmatic level, the relentless financial pressures on Australian universities, combined with the general push for the entire sector to become more entrepreneurial and the growing emphasis on business/industry relevant research collaborations, means that the value we currently place on publishing primarily in academic journals will face increasing scrutiny. It can be argued that a truly robust and transparent test of the validity of the research outputs of business and management academics can no longer rest on passing muster in an in-house review process conducted solely by other academics; it should also include some evaluation of whether these ideas, theories and concepts have any traction, applicability or relevance to business and organizational practitioners, or not. 

Furthermore, new organizations have emerged in recent times which already pose a growing challenge to the cosy monopolies that business and management schools have enjoyed in both postgraduate/executive development and research over the last thirty years. Not only are an increasing number of private enterprises offering MBA-type courses and executive development programs (e.g. Duke Corporate Education and The Centre for Creative Leadership, on-line facilities such as Trump University (!), and hundreds of in-house company education and training facilities), more are providing companies with the kind of rigorous research that they find meets their business needs and operational concerns (e.g. IBM Business Consulting Research and the Corporate Leadership Council). This research is of a high quality, and while it often generates new insights into business and management, the focus is always on ‘so what’ practical questions and solutions. The former editor of HBR, Jan Stone, observed back in 1999 that the rapid growth in basic business research in consulting firms at that time happened for three reasons: they had become proficient at linking the generation of knowledge and ideas with practical applications, they could conduct large-scale research projects quickly and were very responsive to the needs of business and industry - three attributes that may often be lacking in traditional academic research practices (Stone 1999). 
Last, but not least, we now find ourselves in a surreal Alice in Wonderland situation, where chronic under-funding of the Australian university sector has become the norm, and yet at the same time both state and federal politicians are providing encouragement and financial resources for British and US universities to set up shop over here. In the case of South Australia, Carnegie Mellon received $20 million from the State Labor government in 2005 to establish a presence there. Bristol and Cranfield Universities are in negotiations to set up bases in Adelaide within four years. Heriot-Watt University’s Business School has signed an agreement with Tribeca Learning to offer MBA programs in Australia, adding to the on-line MBAs already offered by several US universities (Edwards, 2006). We ignore this new competition at our peril.

I hope the issues raised in this article will stimulate debate about the role of research (pure and applied) in Australia’s business and postgraduate management schools, and how academic research may be better disseminated to practitioners in both public and private sector organizations. If we are willing to consider a paradigm shift from regarding ourselves as University academics who publish primarily for each other, to embracing a fully professional orientation that explicitly bridges the ‘gown - town’ and ‘knowledge - practice’ divide, business schools in Australia may have a good future. If we don’t, we will become increasingly marginalised and irrelevant to business, industry, commerce and public sector organizations over the next fifteen years. University Senates and VCs also have important roles to play by fostering an increased emphasis on business and industry engagement in academic promotion criteria, combined with a shift away from conducting research mainly for publication in journals that have little or no impact on real-world businesses and organizations 2. This may also signify a shift away from an increasingly out-dated model of academic ‘excellence’, to one that will still include traditional measures of performance (i.e. peer reviewed academic journal articles), but will give equal recognition to excellence in vocational leadership/ management development and teaching, applied research and regular engagements with business, industry and public sector organizations 3.

If anything, this shift would enhance the value and impact of our collective research not weaken it, by allowing theory to ‘bump-up’ against practice more often, and by evaluating how the theoretical frameworks, ideas and concepts we develop can cast new light on the many practical problems and challenges faced by business and public sector practitioners in Australia. As Mintzberg has wondered it would, at the very least, be interesting to find out what would happen if business and management academics conducted and wrote their research with intelligent and thoughtful practitioners in mind, rather than their peers (2004: 403). As he also notes in his concluding comments, ‘It is not a revolution we need, at least for starters, so much as a reconception. We need to get our heads around what we do, compared to what we claim to do. Then we need to consider how we do things differently … we need to rethink who we educate, how and for what purpose; we need to rethink how and why we do research and for whom; and we need to rethink how we do both. And then, if we are honest, we will have no choice but to change’ (ibid: 415).


Footnotes

1. This echoes the outcomes of Mintzberg’s ‘Bill and Barbara’ test, where intelligent business practitioners were asked to comment on a selection of academic research articles. Their broad conclusion? After much convoluted statistical analysis, and ‘constipated dialogue’, most of it ‘stated the obvious’. He concluded this article by suggesting that all applications by academics for research grants should also be reviewed and approved by practitioners (Mintzberg, 1982: 258-259). An idea well ahead of its time? 
2. In case anyone reading this paper might be wondering, much of what I produced early in my career fell into the ‘talking to other academics’ category. However, since the mid-1990s, the ‘so what’ question has gradually shifted to the forefront of teaching, research, publishing and external consulting. Now, about one-quarter can be classified as ‘written for other academics’, about half bridge the ‘practical/vocational’ divide, and one-quarter are purely ‘vocational/practical’. This mix has been shaped by the financial realities and practical requirements of working in a postgraduate management school, where all our clients are full fee-paying, mature, professional practitioners on Australian National Business School, MBA and Executive MBA programs.

3. For more on the overwhelming case for making a move away from the archaic 40/40/20 formula (academic research/teaching/administration), to one that recognises what a growing number of business and management academics now actually have to do in order to fulfill the demands and requirements of their jobs, see Mintzberg (2004: 238-276, 406-409). 

Appendix 1: Academic and Practitioner Journals. Magazines and Newspapers in the Survey

Academy of Management Executive, Academy of Management Journal, Academy of Management Review, Administrative Science Quarterly, Advanced Management Journal, Asia Pacific Journal of Human Resources, Australian Financial Review/ Boss Magazine, Australian Journal of Management, Australian Journal of Public Administration, British Journal of Management, Business Ethics Quarterly, Business and Society Review, Business Review Weekly, California Management Review, CEO, Employee Relations, Executive Excellence, Fast Company, Financial Times, Fortune, Gender, Work and Organization, Group and Organization Studies, Harvard Business Review, Human Factors, Human Performance, Human Resource Management Journal, Human Resources Review, International Journal of Human Resource Management, Journal of Business Ethics, Journal of Business Research, Journal of General Management, Journal of International Business Studies, Journal of Knowledge Management,, Journal of Leadership Studies, Journal of Management Studies, Journal of Management and Organization, Journal of Occupational Psychology, Journal of Organizational Behaviour, Journal of Organizational Change, Journal of Vocational Behaviour, Journal of World Business, Leadership and Organization Development Journal, Leadership Quarterly, Management, Management Inquiry, Management Learning, Sloan Management Review, Management Science, Organization, Organization Development Journal, Organizational Dynamics, Organizational Learning, Organization Science, Organization Studies, Public Administration, Public Administration Review, Research in Organizational Behaviour, Strategic Management Journal, The Bulletin, The Economist and Women in Management Review.
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