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Academic research award: smart ideas with real-world impact

Winners not only throw fresh light on social problems — they also push hard to solve them

Andrew Jack 8 HOURS AGO

Cutting edge: one team of researchers helped Tanzanian farmers manage financial risk

It is difficult to define, challenging to achieve and hard to quantify, but the FT’s Responsible
Business Education Awards show that a positive social impact can be made by business school
academics, through their research. Not only does their work tackle significant societal problems,

but their findings are driving change in policy or practice.

Some submissions for the “best business school academic research” category described useful work
that influenced corporate practice but resembled consultancy more than original research. Other
entries highlighted insights that had been published in academic journals but were either too

theoretical or provided little evidence of application.

Many more limited their definition of impact narrowly to measurements of dissemination, such as
the number of downloads of an article or the extent to which the research was cited in the media or

in Twitter references.


https://www.ft.com/reports/responsible-business-education
https://www.ft.com/stream/b359c1e1-f7ed-4239-816c-1720f99df8b4
https://www.ft.com/bschool
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efforts to engage organisations to bring about

change. In so doing, their authors went well beyond
the traditional focus of being published in a
prestigious academic journal — a priority because it
is what many business schools look at when deciding

which faculty to hire, retain or promote.

Healthcare for whom?

Sendhil Mullainathan, professor of computation and
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This feature appears in the January 19 edition of the FT Busmess, whose research paper was one of the four
Responsible Business Education magazine winners chosen by a group of independentjudges
assembled by the FT, discovered large-scale racial
bias in the algorithms used by insurers to predict

millions of US patients’ healthcare needs.

He and his three co-authors analysed how patients were identified for a programme offering extra
medical support to people at high risk. By assuming past healthcare costs were a good proxy for
needs, the algorithm overlooked the fact that black patients cost the system less because they
lacked access to or received lower levels of care, unfairly reducing by more than half the number
identified for additional help.

“Even though these algorithmic tools are widespread,

. we are only now learning what are the most
Papers are the just

L. . important things for them,” says Mullainathan. “This
beginning of a conversation.

project really changed the entire field’s thinking.

If you want to have impact, We’d been so focused on inputs, we had lost sight of
you have to do a lot the outputs that the algorithm was optimising.”
afterwards

One striking aspect of his study — which reflects the
Sendhil Mullainathan, Chicago Booth other strongest submissions from business schools —
is that it involved multiple researchers drawn from
different institutions and disciplines, enabling

greater cross-fertilisation of expertise, approaches and applications.

Mullainathan worked with doctors, who often combine clinical practice with academic research.
The paper’s first author was Ziad Obermeyer, from the School of Public Health at the University of
California, Berkeley, who spent four years as a physician at Mass General Brigham, a hospital
group in Boston where co-author Brian Powers practises medicine. The other author, Christine
Vogeli, works at the Mongan Institute Health Policy Center, which also falls under the Mass
General Brigham umbrella.


https://www.science.org/doi/abs/10.1126/science.aax2342

A second distinctive trait of their research was that the academic publication in which it appeared
was not one typically associated with business schools — or necessarily credited by them when

evaluating their faculty. Their paper appeared instead in the prestigious journal Science.

A third characteristic was the authors’ efforts to do more than simply publish the research. “Papers
are the just beginning of a conversation,” says Mullainathan. “If you want to have impact, you have

to do a lot afterwards.”

Sendhil Mullainathan of Chicago Booth worked with medical practitioners to expose racial bias in US healthcare insurance © Alamy

His research team contacted the health insurer, tested their approach across its broader range of
customers and developed an alternative algorithm that the company adopted to reduce racial bias
in its policies. That helped trigger similar modifications by other insurers and has led to

discussions with regulators and legislators to step up scrutiny.

Chicago Booth then developed a free online Algorithmic Bias Playbook for senior corporate
executives, policymakers and technical specialists in healthcare, which has been downloaded and
shared hundreds of times. It has since expanded its work to applications in other fields, including

criminal justice and financial services.

Tackling waste, saving jobs

These traits were also evident in the second winner, work led by Fiona Marshall at the University of
Sussex Business School in the UK. Drawing on longstanding partnerships with academics and civil
society organisations in India, she and her co-authors analysed urban waste management practices
in the specialist journal Frontiers in Sustainable Cities.


https://rankings.ft.com/schools/188/university-of-chicago-gsb/school-info
https://www.chicagobooth.edu/research/center-for-applied-artificial-intelligence/research/algorithmic-bias/playbook
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frsc.2020.00014/full

They highlighted the limitations of India’s response to the large and growing problem of waste
dumped in public spaces. By favouring centralised incinerators, the authorities had caused
additional toxic emissions to be generated and undermined the livelihoods of waste-pickers who

traditionally collect and recycle rubbish.

i
i
5

R i S o, ) -_ o ™, G 3 - o P g
Protecting the livelihoods of India’s waste-pickers was a key concern of the study co-authored by Fiona Marshall of the University of Sussex

The academics worked with government and private contractors to help develop alternative

decentralised approaches that employ the waste-pickers to segregate materials for recycling and to
produce compost and biogas. They wrote a series of academic papers but also a more accessibly
written policy brief.

Marshall stresses that, for such work, senior academics need to support younger colleagues
balancing heavy teaching loads and pressure to publish. “Impact takes a lot of time and effort and
does not directly drive career trajectories,” she says. “You have responsibility as a line manager and

mentor to make sure it counts. The time spent on nurturing is just incredibly time-consuming.”

Fighting cancer with marketing

The work of a third winning team with Shrihari Sridhar at the Mays Business School of Texas A&M
University explored ways to improve liver cancer outcomes by drawing on digital and marketing
expertise. Sridhar worked with the lead author, Yixing Chen at Mendoza College of Business at the
University of Notre Dame, as well as colleagues from Ivy College of Business, Iowa State University
and Jones Graduate School of Business, Rice University, alongside two researchers at the
University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center.


https://steps-centre.org/publication/urbanwasteindia/
https://rankings.ft.com/schools/168/texas-a--m-university-mays/school-info
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0022242920913025
https://rankings.ft.com/schools/197/university-of-notre-dame-mendoza/school-info
https://rankings.ft.com/schools/161/rice-university-jones/programmes-portfolio

They analysed why screening rates for liver cancer were low for high-risk patients, deploying
machine-learning techniques to understand the characteristics of those who responded best to
different prompts to test, such as letters, emails or personalised telephone calls. That allowed them
to recommend targeted approaches that would be more likely to succeed in place of the usual “one
size fits all” outreach.

“Unfortunately, marketing is used in many bad ways to target customers but, if you channel the
power of personalising messages to find when patients will respond, you can bring all the good
aspects,” says Sridhar.

He and his colleagues published in the Journal of Marketing, which popularised their findings in a
blog and associated webinar. They have followed up with research in medical journals, extending
their work in larger-scale trials at different medical centres in the US and Singapore, and testing

the approach for colon cancer.

Big data for small farmers

The fourth winner in the awards drew on big data to analyse the risks and mitigating behaviours of
farmers in Tanzania to encourage take-up of locally based agricultural insurance. Enrico Biffis and
Erik Chavez at London’s Imperial College Business School worked with Alexis Louaas and Pierre
Picard at Ecole Polytechnique in Paris to combine data on weather, crop yields and farming

characteristics.

They partnered with the World Bank, reinsurance

company Munich Re and local business groups. By

Getting your hands dirty

) bundling bank finance and farmers’ purchases, such
with real-world problems

as drought-resistant seeds, with insurance, they were

allows you fo formulate able to increase financial support for farmers while
research questions that are reducing their level of risk.
not otherwise present in

. Chavez and his co-authors are now working with the
academia

African Development Bank and regional reinsurers
Erik Chavez, Imperial College Business School to expand the programme in other countries.

“Getting your hands dirty with real-world problems

allows you to formulate research questions that are

not otherwise present in academia,” he says.

Business reimagined

The judges also highly commended Grow the Pie, a book by Alex Edmans, professor of finance at
London Business School, making the commercial case for companies to deliver purpose as well as
profit. His book drew on rigorous academic research and he eschewed offers from commercial

publishers that were keen to simplify his nuanced message in favour of publishing a peer-reviewed
book.


https://www.ama.org/jm-webinar-personalized-cancer-outreach-saves-both-lives-and-money/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3630706
https://rankings.ft.com/schools/132/imperial-college-london/school-info
https://www.growthepie.net/
https://rankings.ft.com/schools/141/london-business-school/school-info

With an eye on impact, he provided free online teaching notes and slides to help other teachers use

his book in business schools and beyond, and has been invited to speak and share his insights with

leading consultancies, banks and investors. The Industrial Bank of Korea has even embraced his

term “pieconomics” as part of its strategy.

Winners and judges are listed below; the full shortlist is available here.
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Academic research with impact

Authors

Enrico Biffis and Erik Chavez, Imperial College Business
School, with Alexis Louaas and Pierre Picard, Ecole
Polytechnique, Paris

Fiona Marshall, University of Sussex Business School,
with Pritpal Randhawa, Ambedkar University Delhi,
Pravin Kumar Kushwaha and Pranav Desai, Jawaharlal

Nehru University

Sendhil Mullainathan, University of Chicago: Booth,
with Ziad Obermeyer, School of Public Health, Berkeley,
Brian Powers, Department of Medicine, Brigham and
Women’s Hospital, Christine Vogeli, Mongan Institute
Health Policy Center, Massachusetts General Hospital

Project

Parametric
insurance and
technology
adoption in
developing
countries
Pathways for
sustainable
urban waste
management
and reduced
environmental
health risks in
India
Dissecting
racial bias in an
algorithm used
to manage the
health of

populations

Yixing Chen, Mendoza College of Business, University of Improving

Notre Dame, Ju-Yeon Lee, Ivy College of Business, Iowa cancer outreach

State University, Shrihari Sridhar, Mays Business
School, Texas A&M University, Vikas Mittal Jones
Graduate School of Business, Rice University, with
Katharine McCallister and Amit Singal, University of

Texas Southwestern Medical Center

Alex Edmans, London Business School

effectiveness
through
targeting and
economic

assessments

Grow the Pie


https://www.ft.com/content/6e7a2d28-d02b-497a-ad99-9ec5b8d8a65a
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3630706
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frsc.2020.00014/full
https://www.science.org/doi/abs/10.1126/science.aax2342
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0022242920913025
https://www.growthepie.net/

The judges
Gargee Ghosh

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

Usha Haley
Wichita State University

Jennifer Howard-Grenville
University of Cambridge

Andrew Jack
Financial Times

Eric Johnson
RTI International

Erika Kraemer-Mbula
University of Johannesburg

Dan Leclair
Global Business School Network

Tom Levitt
Sector 4 Focus

Michael Morley

University of Limerick/ International Federation of Scholarly Associations of Management

Dave Reibstein
Wharton/Responsible Research in Business & Management

James Wilsdon
University of Sheffield/Research on Research Institute

Academic research with impact: other shortlisted entries

Alex Edmans, London Business School

Karen Page Winterich and Gabriel Gonzales, Smeal College of
Business, Pennsylvania State University; Gergana Nenkov,
Carroll School of Management, Boston College

Christopher Marquis, SC Johnson College of Business, Cornell
University

Grow the pie

Knowing What It
Makes: How
Product
Transformation
Salience Increases
Recycling

Better Business:
How the B Corp
Movement Is
Remaking

Capitalism


http://www.growthepie.net/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0022242919842167
https://yalebooks.yale.edu/book/9780300247152/better-business

Patrycja Klusak, Matthew Agarwalab, Matt Burke, Kamiar
Mohaddes, University of Cambridge; Moritz Kraemer, SOAS

Enrico Biffis and Erik Chavez, Imperial College Business School;

Alexis Louaas and Pierre Picard, Ecole Polytechnique, Paris

Fiona Marshall, School of Business, Management and Economics,
University of Sussex; Pritpal Randhawa, Ambedkar University
Delhi, Pravin Kumar Kushwaha and Pranav Desai, Jawaharlal

Nehru University

Tinglong Dai, Johns Hopkins University Carey Business School,

Guihua Wang

and Ronghuo Zheng, University of Texas at Austin

Gunther Glenk and Stefan Reichelstein, University of Mannheim

Rising
Temperatures,
Falling Ratings:
The Effect of
Climate Change on
Sovereign

Creditworthiness

Parametric
insurance and
technology
adoption in
developing

countries

Pathways for
Sustainable Urban
Waste
Management and
Reduced
Environmental
Health Risks in
India

Does
Transportation
Mean
Transplantation?
Impact of New
Airline Routes on
Sharing of
Cadaveric Kidneys
Economics of
converting
renewable power to

hydrogen


https://www.bennettinstitute.cam.ac.uk/publications/rising-temperatures-falling-ratings/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3630706
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frsc.2020.00014/full
https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/10.1287/mnsc.2021.4103
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41560-019-0326-1

Samantha Meyer Keppler, Jun Li, Andrew Wu, Ross School of

Business, University of Michigan

Sendhil Mullainathan, University of Chicago: Booth, with Ziad
Obermeyer, School of Public Health, Berkeley, Brian Powers,
Department of Medicine, Brigham and Women’s Hospital,
Christine Vogeli, Mongan Institute Health Policy Center,

Massachusetts General Hospital

Steven Shepherd, Spears School of Business, Oklahoma State
University; David Sherman, University of California, Santa
Barbara; Alair MacLean, Washington State University

Anja Krstic, Ivona Hideg, Wilfrid Laurier University; Raymond
Trau, RMIT University; Tanya Zarina

Sarah Miller, Ross School of Business, University of Michigan;
Norman Johnson, US Bureau of the Census; Laura Wherry, New
York University

Hari Bapuji, Snehanjali Chrispal, University of Melbourne

Jan Bebbington, University of Birmingham; Henrik Osterblom,
Beatrice Crona, Jean-Baptiste Jouffray, University of Stockholm;
Carlos Larrinaga, University of Burgos; Shona Russell, Bert
Scholtens, University of St Andrews

Crowdfunding the
Front Lines: An
Empirical Study of
Teacher-Driven
School

Improvement

Dissecting racial
bias in an
algorithm used to
manage the health

of populations

The Challenges of
Military Veterans
in Their Transition
to the Workplace

The unintended
consequences of

maternity leaves

Medicaid and
Mortality: New
Evidence From
Linked Survey and
Administrative
Data

Understanding
Economic
Inequality Through
the Lens of Caste

Accounting and
accountability in
the Anthropocene

Robin Ely, Harvard Business School; Irene Padavic, Florida State Explaining the

University; Erin Reid, DeGroote School of Business, McMaster

University

Persistence of
Gender Inequality


https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3556208
https://www.science.org/doi/abs/10.1126/science.aax2342
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1745691620953096
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2018-25952-001
https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-abstract/136/3/1783/6124639
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10551-018-3998-8
https://www.emerald.com/insight/content/doi/10.1108/AAAJ-11-2018-3745/full/html
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0001839219832310

Aurélien Rouquet, Jean-Baptiste Suquet, NEOMA Business
School

Snehanjali Chrispal, Hari Bapuji, University of Melbourne;

Charlene Zietsma, Pennsylvania State University

Hannah Riley Bowles, Harvard University; Bobbi Thomason,
Pepperdine University; Julia Bear, Stony Brook University

Sterling Bone, Utah State University; Glenn Christensen,
Brigham Young University; Jerome Williams, Rutgers
University—Newark

Yixing Chen, Mendoza College of Business, University of Notre
Dame, Ju-Yeon Lee, Ivy College of Business, Iowa State
University, Shrihari Sridhar, Mays Business School, Texas A&M
University, Vikas Mittal Jones Graduate School of Business, Rice
University, with Katharine McCallister and Amit Singal,

University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center

April Wright, University of Queensland; Alan Meyer, University
of Oregon; Trish Reay, University of Alberta; Jonathan Staggs,
Christian Heritage College

Copyright The Financial Times Limited 2022. All rights reserved.

Knocking sovereign
customers off their

pedestals?

Caste and
Organization
Studies: Our
Silence Makes Us
Complicit
Reconceptualizing
What and How
Women Negotiate
for Career
Advancement
Shaping Small
Business Lending
Policy Through
Matched-Pair
Mystery Shopping
Improving Cancer
Outreach
Effectiveness
Through Targeting
and Economic

Assessments

Maintaining Places
of Social Inclusion:
Ebola and the
Emergency

Department


http://help.ft.com/help/legal-privacy/copyright/copyright-policy/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0018726720950443
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0170840620964038#abstract
https://journals.aom.org/doi/10.5465/amj.2017.1497
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0743915618820561
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0022242920913025
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0001839220916401

