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Research

IIMs need to ponder
whether they should fit
research into a straitjacket,
and if not, how they can
build a research ecosystem
that institutionally
encourages the pursuit of
relevance and plurality

Palash Deb

MANY OF MY friends outside academia ex-
press surprise when I tell them that the In-
dian Institutes of Management (IIMs) run
strong doctoral programmes in manage-
ment.Indeed, researchin popular perception
is envisaged in terms of more visible do-
mains of scientific endeavour—suchas space
or biological sciences. In contrast, in a field
like management, which is part science and
part art, academic research can appear eso-
teric, irrelevant or simply uncool. The ab-
struse nature of most B-school research pub-
lications means that they are usually read
onlybyfellow academics, raising fundamen-
tal questions about their purpose, relevance
and future direction.

When it comes to business research,
American B-schools provide the dominant
paradigm. In the US, doctoral programmes,
including in business, are typically offered
onlyinbigger, research-focused universities.
Admission is competitive, and programmes

offered even by lower-rariked B-schools usu- *

ally meet minimum quality standards. Post-
PhD, there is the challenge of finding and
then retaining a tenure-track faculty posi-
tion, with B-schools making faculty
tenure/promotion decisions based primar-
ily on an applicant’s research productivity.
The more prestigious the B-school, the

- greater the focus on research, and the more

restrictive the list of journals that are recog-
nised fortenure decisions. Research rankings
of B-schools by external agencies (for exam-
ple, the UT Dallas ranking) also focus heavily
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on this narrow set of journals, and B-schools
fiercelyviewith one another toimprove their
research rank. Faculty pay and prestige
among peers-depend mainly on their re-
search output,and star professors are in high
demand globally. -

Yet, truth be told, the near-universalistic
American model is not without some obvi-
ous demerits. While few can argue about the
rigour of publishing in top-tier US journals,
it is difficult to publish consistently in them
unless one has access to specialised datasets
and is part of a tightly-coupled network of
scholarly connections. Papers must conform
to certain structural norms and speak to
some common discourse in the area of con-
tribution. Sophisticated analysisis preferred
just for its own sake, specious research top-
icsare often chosen considering publication
potential and data availability, and results
from various studies on the same relation-
ship often end up all over the map.

In addition, because B-school rankings
and faculty careersare so inextricablylinked
toresearch, researchers mayhave theurge to
‘game’publications, for example by present-
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Should research—rather than
postgraduate teaching, executive
training or consulting—be given
pride of place in IIMs? Or should it
be a more holistic system that finds
equal merit in all of these, with each
reinforcing the other? The answer
" depends on what we see as the

core mandate of lIMs
[EeRET Rovdoma i . ]

ing results that work, but not reporting oth-
erwiseimportant findings that detract from
the main story. There is also the bigger prob-
lem of publishing business research that is
relevant. With certain exceptions, business
journals are neither read by industry man-
darins nor factored in by governments in
‘making policy choices.Indeed, much of what
masquerades as scholarly contribution is
ai.lul,:}y Te: " L‘ € froma ,xacﬁﬁpger’s P_el'-
spective. That is because, unlike in IIMs,
many faculty members even in well-known
US universities hardly do much executive ed-
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ucation or consulting. Although this frees up
time for research, it results in publications
that are divorced from the realities of the
corporate world. In hindsight, publishing in
top-tierjournals becomesan end initself, en-
hancing faculty careers and earning them
bragging rightsamong their peers.
Nonetheless, US business school norms
on publication and tenure are pretty much
the gold standard globally, and although
TIMs have onlyaloose tenure system (for ex-
ample, faculty members at IIMs retire at 65
years of age, unlike in the US where faculty
members voluntarily decide when to retire,
which is usuallyaround 75), there appears to
beastrong consensus bothamong decision-
makers within the IIM system and in the
government that research is the way to go.As
aresult, there are ongoing efforts aimed at
further strengthening the Fellow Pro-
grammes in Management (equivalent to
PhD) offered by IIMs, making the process of
granting tenure (confirmation) to new fac-
ultymote rigorous,and incentivising faculty
members via variable paylinked to research
productivity. And when it comes to defining

g a chimera?

what is meant by research, there is a default
recognition of the need to move towards the
dominant US-led system.

Admittedly, there are certain advantages
of focusing on publishing in top US journals.
It enhances faculty and institute prestige
among the global community of scholars,
improves institute rankings, and promotes
tighterintegrationwith global businessaca-
demicsas scholars based in India start speak-
ingin the same language.

So,should IIMs inexorably move towards
the USresearch paradigm, wartsand all? The
answer depends on what we see as the core
mandate of IIMs.At a time when research has
almostbecome the buzzword, the first ques-
tion to ask is whether research—rather than
postgraduate teaching, executive training or
consulting—should be given pride of place in
TIMs? Or should it be a more holistic system
that finds equal merit in all of these, with
each reinforcing the other? A second ques-
tion relates to the kind of research IIMs
should focus on. If greater international vis-
ibilityand prestige are what IIMs are looking

for, the current move towards global inte-

gration is just what the doctor ordered. If,
however, their core mandateis seenas doing
engaged, actionable, India-focused research
thathelps the country’s entrepreneurialand
industrial development (more in-depth
studies on Indian companies, researching In-
dia’s start-up ecosystem or the emerging cor-
porate governance landscape, grasping the
managerial complexities of India’s vast in-
formal sector, to cite a few examples), then
there isaneed toinstitutionally support such
pluralityin the IIM research ecosystem. This
is not to say that such research is currently
not done in IIMs, just that their recognition
and respectability even within IIMs is lower
compared to research that gets published in
top journals. %
One may argue that these two research
categories are not mutually exclusive. While
that might be true in theory, in practice it is
extremely difficult to reconcile the often-
competing demands of these two research
models. Thus, IIMs need to ponder whether
they should fit research into a straitjacket,
and if not, how they can build a research
ecosystem that institutionally encourages
the pursuit of relevance and plurality,
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