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Objectives 

This paper explores the policy and methodological implications of research commissioned by the 

Enterprise Directorate of BERR, which sought to explain the impact of government regulation on 

small business performance.  We suggest that the Directorate’s role in “promoting and 

developing evidence based policy” had both an enabling and constraining influence on the 

research process, on what was taken as evidence, and how this evidence might be used to 

promote regulatory reform.   

 

Prior Work 

In addition to its focus on regulation and small business performance, the paper draws on three 

strands of prior research - the growing literature on evidence-based policy, paradigm 

incommensurability in small business and entrepreneurship research, and dissatisfaction with 

dominant views of causal explanatory method in management and organisation research in 

general.     

 

Approach 

We adopted a critical-realist-informed research design.  This approach had the unexpected 

benefit of revealing a new line of enquiry concerning the relational nature of policy funded 

research, and the potential gap between what constitutes ‘clear, precise and justified’ evidence 

in theory, and in practice. 

 

Results 

The research highlighted the importance of legitimising the research process, the findings, and 

the manner in which these are disseminated when conducting policy-funded research.  We 

discuss the causally generative interaction between the research team, the Enterprise 

Directorate steering group, small business policy-makers and stakeholders, and evidence from 

the field of enquiry.  We also explain why this is important in the particular context of 

regulatory reform – where the focus of attention has predominantly been on the constraining 

impact of regulation rather than on its enabling and motivating potential.   

 

Implications 
The paper provides new insights into the emergent and creative nature of policy research.  

Specifically, it challenges the way in which policy-makers, lobbying groups and researchers view 

the objectivity of evidence, encourages dialogue, and calls for a more interactive dynamic 

relationship for the purpose of promoting better evidence and policy. 

 

Value 

The paper demonstrates the value of working beyond incommensurability issues to do better 

policy research, and with it, better regulation.  This can be achieved by undertaking an 

emergentist and creative approach to policy research that engages all stakeholders through 

dialogue.  It is of interest to small business policy-makers, practitioners, researchers and 

lobbying groups alike. 
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Introduction 

 

The fact that the Department for Business Enterprise & Regulatory Reform (BERR) 

commissioned and paid for a substantive research project focusing on the impact of regulation 

on small business performance is (or should be) an important ‘development in small business 

support policies and structures’, worthy of dissemination at this conference, and within this 

particular track.  Of course, this assumes two things: i) the commissioned research 
subsequently produced reliable evidence on which to base policy (change); and ii) the 

Government either has already, or will act on the evidence put forward.  The focus of this paper 

is, therefore, a discussion of both these underlying assumptions, within the wider context of 

doing ‘evidence-based policy’ (EBP) research.  The line of argument that we take in this paper 

can be summarised as follows.   

 

The rationale for carrying out research on the impact of regulations on small business 

performance presupposes that existing evidence is not sufficiently robust and/or enlightening to 

allow us to explain this relationship clearly (see Kitching, 2006).  We discuss the state of the 

evidence and highlight its apparent inadequacies in the context of a more general introduction 

to EBP research.  An alternative approach that can explain this relationship must do things 

differently.  We briefly introduce the potential causal explanatory of a critical realist approach 

and related methodology.  We then highlight something of a paradox for researchers in this 

area – EBP research is premised on producing technically robust evidence (i.e. evidence that 

can be validated, generalised and defended according to positivist epistemology and deductive 

method); however, it is precisely this kind of approach to research on regulations that appears 

to have been unable to explain the relationship between regulations and small business 

performance thus far, and which prompted BERR to commission an alternative approach in the 

first place.  Given this situation, what should the critical realist researcher do in practice? 

 

The detail of the research project actually carried out is then presented.  This highlights the 

range of enabling and constraining factors which allowed the research to take place.  Particular 

attention is brought to those factors which we suggest do not normally get discussed in the 

formal research reports which constitute post hoc rationalised accounts of what was done.  

These are shown to be important emergent features of the research process, which far from 

being incidental or insignificant are, in fact, central to the discovery of reliable and robust 
research evidence.  We refer to the ‘legitimation’ of research and the central importance of 

dialogue, which underpins the entire process – from scoping study through to final 

dissemination.  Finally, we draw out the implications of this way of doing policy-funded research 

for researchers, policy-makers, lobbying groups and the small business and entrepreneurship 

field as a whole. 

 

Regulations and small business performance - the existing evidence-base 

 

Whereas policy in general is the deliberate plan of action to guide decisions and achieve rational 

outcomes, regulations are based on rules which both mandate and prohibit actions by 

individuals and organisations, with infringements subject to various types of penalty (SBRC, 

2008).  The research and policy literature has tended to define ‘regulation’ narrowly in terms of 

the particular obligations placed on business owners to act (or not act) in particular ways, for 

example, to provide information to Government.  Some studies do not define regulation at all, 

allowing business owners to draw on their own meanings (SBS, 2006).  As the NAO report 

(2007) indicates, regulation takes many forms, including: Acts of Parliament; statutory 

instruments; rules, orders and schemes made under statutory powers by Ministers or agencies; 

licenses and permits issued under the central Government authority; codes of practice with 

statutory force; guidance with statutory force, codes of practice/guidance/self-regulation/ 

industry agreements with government backing; bye-laws made by central Government; and EU 

regulations and Directives.  

 

Much of the evidence regarding the impact of regulation on small business performance adopts 

a one-sided view of regulation that is constrained by various methodological limitations 

(Kitching, 2006).  Along with most of the research carried out in the field of small business and 

entrepreneurship (see Grant and Perren, 2002), the majority of studies on regulation are 
grounded in a functionalist perspective (Burrell and Morgan, 1979), predicated upon positivist 
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reasoning and deductive method.  These tend to adopt a static approach, identifying regulation 

solely or primarily as a cost to, or constraint upon, business owners.  Surveys (for this is the 

dominant quantitative method employed) typically ask business owners whether they perceive 

regulation as a ‘burden’ (or other synonym) on business performance (or similar indicator) (e.g. 

Cosh and Wood, 1998; SBS, 2006).  These studies make little or no allowance for respondents 

to misperceive the impact of regulation.  Prospective and actual business owners often over-

estimate the extent to which regulation constitutes a real burden (Allinson et al. 2006); a 
finding at least partly explicable in terms of the pervasiveness of ‘anti-regulation’ discourses in 

the wider society.  Such discourses could be seen to exert a genuine constraining influence on 

business start-up and performance in the UK (Kitching, 2006). Whilst compliance cost studies 

adopt more sophisticated methods, on the whole, they reinforce the view of regulation as a cost 

or constraint (e.g. Chittenden, 2002).  The potential and actualised benefits of regulation and 

its dynamic influence on small business owners’ activities and performance are often neglected.  

In short, most of the existing survey evidence tells us what business owners think about 

regulation but not what they do about it.  They also fail to make any causal links between 

regulations and small business performance.   

 

As Curran (2000) noted, the attempts to eliminate the weaknesses of quantitative research 

approaches to evaluating small business policy have “not been convincing” (p.42). Quantitative 

researchers have increasingly included qualitative components in their research.  There are also 

more qualitative studies being undertaken, though as Curran (2000: 42) observes “where 

researchers want to give qualitative evaluation a central role, sponsors insist that to be 

‘rigorous’ evaluation must be quantitative”.  We return to this issue later in the paper.  Where 

qualitative studies of regulations have been undertaken, however, they highlight small business 

owners’ variable awareness of regulation (e.g. Yapp and Fairman, 2005), distinct attitudes to 

compliance (e.g. Petts et al., 1999; Vickers et al., 2005), the benefits of regulation (e.g. 

IpsosMORI, 2007) as well as offer deeper insights into the dynamic effects of regulation on 

business decision-making and competitiveness (e.g. Grimshaw and Carroll, 2006).   

 

Running through this research we might point to a ‘naive pragmatism’ that uncritically accepts 

the received wisdom of the regulations discourse (see Grant and Perren, 2000, for a similar 

critique of small business and entrepreneurial research in general).  This would seem to ignore 

the fact that in spite of the regulatory framework 4.5 million businesses operate in the UK, a 
number that has continued to rise in recent years despite claims of increasing regulation. 

Clearly the existing evidence-base is not sufficient to provide us with rigorous and unambiguous 

‘proof’ of the assumptions we hold about the impact of regulations on small business 

performance. 

 

Doing policy-based research – the role of evidence 

 

We now step back from the specific context of regulations to consider the role of evidence in 

policy research in general, and the particular rise of evidence-based policy (EBP) research.  In 

the UK it was the landslide election of the Labour government in 1997 that revitalised interest in 

the role of evidence in the policy process.  In setting out its modernising agenda, the 

government pledged “we will be forward-looking in developing policies to deliver outcomes that 

matter, not simply reacting to short-term pressures” (Cabinet Office, 1999).  Within this 

rhetoric of purpose, the spotlight was turned towards the particular role of evidence in 

determining the ‘truth’ of the assertions that give rise to any policy.  Evidence-based policy 

(EBP), therefore, is defined as an approach that “helps people make well informed decisions 

about policies, programmes and projects by putting the best available evidence from research 

at the heart of policy development and implementation” (Davies, 2004: 3).     

 

What then comprises ‘evidence’?  Marston and Watts (2003) suggest a hierarchy of knowledge 

is created which necessarily shapes what forms of knowledge are considered closest to the 

‘truth’ in decision-making processes and policy argument.  This categorises evidence as either 

‘hard- objective’ or ‘soft- subjective’.  ‘Hard’ evidence includes primary quantitative data, 

secondary quantitative data collected by Government agencies, clinical trials and interview or 

questionnaire-based social surveys.  ‘Soft’ evidence includes qualitative data such as 

ethnographic accounts.  Young et al (2002: 216) go on to describe 5 sets of assumptions (or 
models) about the way in which the policy process handles the input of these types of evidence: 
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1. Knowledge-driven model – assumes research leads policy 

2. Problem-solving model – assumes research follows policy 

3. Interactive model – assumes research and policy are mutually influential (though 

only some researchers are influential) 

4. Political/tactical model – assumes policy is outcome of a political process 

5. Enlightenment model – research stands apart from policy concerns (and corresponds 

with ‘evidence informed’ rather than ‘evidence based’ policy making). 
 

Whilst Young et al express some preference for the enlightenment model, it would seem that 

there is a mix of all these assumptions going on in varying degrees and depending upon the 

particular context involved.  As Marston and Watts (2003) point out, there is not a linear 

relationship between research and policy outcomes.  The context in which policy-making and 

research is carried out is very important.  Policy-makers are themselves under severe time-

pressures and often have to depend upon others, especially where they have responsibility for 

‘vast thematic fields’ (Cable, 2004).  Davies (2004: 5) highlights the fact that policy making 

happens within the context of finite (and sometimes declining) resources.  This means EBP is 

not just about ‘what works’, but what works at what cost and with what outcomes (positive and 

negative).  Referring to “the utilitarian turn in research”, Solesbury (2001: 2) notes that ‘what 

works’ is now indeed the watch-word.  However, not all policy fields are the same and Mulgan 

(2003) contrasts three different types of policy field which affect the way in which knowledge 

(and evidence) is used: 

• Stable policy fields – well established areas in which knowledge is settled with 

incremental improvements in knowledge gaps. 

• Policy fields in flux – these have contested knowledge base where professionals are 

entrenched in debate and defensive to change. 

• Inherently novel policy fields – emerging fields with no established evidence base and 

noone is likely to know what works and what doesn’t. 

 

With regard to regulations and their impact on small business performance we might suggest 

that the policy field is in something of a state of flux. As already discussed, there is an accepted 

discourse which will resist any change.  What seems to be important here is to establish what 

criteria are used to distinguish robust and reliable evidence from anything else.  Shaxson 

(2005), for example, outlines the following components of evidence robustness, which are 
clearly rooted in a positivist perspective: 

1. credibility – processes of analysis and synthesis in quantitative literature 

2. generalisability – for example, sampling technique or post pilot 

3. reliability – would we depend on evidence for monitoring, evaluation etc.? 

4. objectivity – is the evidence biased? 

5. rootedness or authenticity – understanding the nuance of the evidence, and being 

open minded 

 

As Packwood (2002) observes, evidence based policy research is ideological in that it supports 

particular beliefs and values which are compatible with the “dominant cultural paradigms that 

define how people and society function” (p.267).  She goes on to suggest that these are 

determined by definitions of effectiveness as a quantitative measure, professionalism as 

performativity, teaching as technicist delivery, research as randomized clinical trials, and 

‘credible’ evidence as statistical meta-analysis.  Somewhat provocatively, we might suggest that 

good evidence implies knowledge about an assertion obtained through a method of data 

collection that we have faith in.  The onus is then on how we discovered something not what 

was discovered.   

   

Clearly there is an important issue here about the degree to which we rely on certain experts, 

who themselves bring particular ideological perspectives.  As Etzioni (1968, 1993) suggests, the 

vision should be of a society where analysts and experts are ‘on tap but not on top’ – a society, 

which is active in its self-critical use of knowledge and social science.   The Government’s own 

White Paper (Cabinet Office, 1999) accepts, after all, that policy making should be a continuous 

learning process and that policy makers should “have more willingness to question inherited 

ways of doing things”.  With this in mind, we might re-visit the ‘dominant cultural paradigms’ 

outlined above and agree with Packwood (2002) in re-defining effectiveness as being 
determined by both qualitative and quantitative outcomes; professionalism as the freedom to 
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engage critically in debates; teaching as a reflexive, dialogic process; research as an eclectic 

activity, and evidence as being that which most appropriately answers the questions posed by 

research (p.267).   

 

An alternative approach – introducing critical realism 

 

If we are to provide ‘appropriate’ answers to the questions posed by research we require causal 
accounts which recognise the limits of positivist approaches – chiefly that they seek to explain 

or predict through the observation of empirical regularities, which mistakenly presupposes a 

closed system where Humean regularities pertain.  Accounts which follow the philosophy of 

social science known as critical realism (CR), provide such a way forward.  There are several 

excellent accounts of the CR project (see Archer, 1995; Archer et al, 1998; Bhaskar, 1978; 

1989; Collier, 1994; Danermark et al, 2002; Sayer, 1992), its application in the context of 

economics (Lawson, 1997; 2003), and management and organisations (see Ackroyd and 

Fleetwood, 2000; Fleetwood and Ackroyd, 2004), and entrepreneurship (Leca and Naccache, 

2006).  These accounts stress the causal mechanisms linking social phenomena and the open 

nature of social systems (the world is ‘peopled’) and the context-dependent nature of causal 

influences.  They take into account the stratified nature of realist ontology which allows us to 

distinguish between different emergent levels, which together constitute our reality.  Thus we 

can separate events (in the actual domain), our experiences of these events (in the empirical 

domain) and the causal mechanisms and structures which explain why these events happen (in 

the real domain).  This stratification is something we readily take for granted in the physical 

world where the scientist distinguishes between chemical, biological and physical features as a 

matter of course.  A stratified social reality is more difficult to conceptualise, largely because 

the ‘real’ mechanisms which explain why events happen may be unobservable.  Nonetheless, 

the job of the realist researcher is to discover the deep level causal mechanisms which explain 

the object of study.  In order to explain the impact of regulations on small business 

performance, therefore, we should not focus solely on our experiences of events (including the 

prevailing discourse concerning the burden of regulations) but look for the causal mechanisms 

which explain what is going on. 

 

Critical realists hold that the world exists independently of us and our investigations of it.  While 

it is the case that all knowledge is conceptually mediated, and therefore all our observations of 
the world are ‘theory laden’, this does not determine what reality is like (Danermark et al, 

2002).  This has a significant bearing on how we go about researching social phenomena.  In 

the particular context of regulations research, therefore, we might suggest that the persistent 

rhetoric concerning the cost of compliance and the regulatory burden has come to be 

mistakenly presented as causal evidence of why the world is the way it is.  Whilst this is not to 

deny in any way the presence or even the importance of these observations, it is clearly crucial 

not to confuse them with the deeper reality that might help us to explain how regulations 

impacts small business performance.  For, as we have seen, our observations of the world may 

in fact be wrong. 

 

It is important to stress that critical realism is a meta-theory which provides particular guidance 

in terms of ontology, epistemology and methodology, but it is not a substantive theory of 

regulation (or any other specific object for that matter), nor is it a methodology per se.  As 

Sayer (1992: 4) states “Methods must be appropriate to the nature of the object we study and 

the purpose and expectations of our inquiry”.  The researcher strives for ‘practical adequacy’ or 

‘epistemic gain’ rather than absolute truth as the standard of accepting the validity of 

knowledge (Sayer, 1992).  To be practically adequate, knowledge must generate expectations 

about the world and about the results of our actions which are actually realised.  In other 

words, knowledge can be judged as more or less useful, rather than as true or false. 

 

At this point we draw attention to a troublesome paradox facing the CR researcher.  Whilst on 

the one hand it is precisely the inadequacy of existing positivist approaches to research that has 

given rise to the need for alternative approaches, on the other, they find that to present an 

alternative approach that does not conform to the conditions for reliable EBP research (as 

outlined above) renders the research to be seen as unreliable.  What does the CR researcher do 

in practice?  As we explain, in relation to the specific research project carried out for the 
Enterprise Directorate of BERR, the answer is that they must undertake both an emergent and 
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creative approach to research, which does not ignore the constraints of doing research but 

enters into a dialogue with them.  It is reasonable to suggest that this paradox can only be 

resolved if there is movement and dialogue on behalf of the researcher and those making 

policy. 

 

Regulations and small business performance – a critical realist informed approach 

 
In the final report to BERR, we state that “Our approach was specifically designed to capture 

the complexity and inter-related nature of the factors that underpin differences in small 

business performance. And within this to explain why and how small businesses tend to 

experience different performance outcomes despite a common regulatory environment” (SBRC, 

2008: i).  We then go on to say:  

 

The first stage of the research was to develop our understanding of the 

regulation-performance relationship on the basis of detailed studies of 124 

small businesses in England.   The second stage used the findings from the 

first to design a series of questions on regulation which we then used in a 

telephone survey of 1,205 small businesses in England.  This quantitative 

component of the project was designed to provide a larger dataset that 

could be used to develop a multivariate model of the relationship between 

regulation and small business performance.  (SBRC, 2008: i) 

 

In keeping with the stylistic conventions of report-writing this summary of research method 

implies a rational and deliberate strategy of action that was based on a clearly defined research 

approach from the outset.  In reality, of course, this is a pale reflection of what the process 

really involved.  Whilst we are not suggesting that this post hoc rationalisation is any bad thing 

– clearly it is important to be able to simplify and present abbreviated accounts of what may 

actually have been fairly convoluted processes of discussion, negotiation and debate – it is 

instructive in the context of this particular paper to step back and reflect on the process more 

deeply. 

 

To borrow the language of CR research, there were a range of enabling and constraining 

influences that made the study possible in the first place.  We consider the role of structural 
enablers first.  To begin with there is the policy agenda itself, which has moved regulatory 

reform from the margins to the mainstream (witness the transition from DTI to the Department 

for Business Enterprise & Regulatory Reform (BERR)).  The Enterprise Directorate (formerly the 

Small Business Service (SBS)) committed a sizable budget towards this research project (prior 

to knowing precisely what the research would entail and who would be doing it).  There was 

also a perception within the SBS that existing studies were not telling the whole story.  

Perceptions, of course, are not held by ‘departments’ as such but depend upon the views and 

beliefs of particular individuals working within government.  This point is crucial because we 

should not under-emphasise the importance of individual agents in having an impact on how 

policy is determined.  In the case of this particular research project there was an individual 

within the SBS who played a key role in championing CR.  Having previously undertaken some 

research adopting a CR perspective he was familiar with the key premises involved and the 

promise it offered in this particular context.  Whilst we cannot know the detail of how his 

particular ideas and his discourse within BERR shaped the subsequent pattern of things, it is 

very clear that he played a pivotal role throughout the process of research in terms of this 

project taking an explicitly CR approach1.       

 

Another structural enabler of the research was the Small Business Research Centre’s (SBRC) 

long-standing reputation as a trusted research organisation in the field of small business and 

entrepreneurship.  When we were initially approached about the possibility of tendering for this 

work, the SBS were not aware as to whether any of the team was expert or even at all 

knowledgable in terms of CR.  Coincidentally, one of the principal researchers on the project 

had been heavily influenced by CR ideas in his doctoral thesis some years before; another was 

                                                
1 We are not aware of other explicitly critical realist research projects of this scale and scope being 

commissioned by a central Government department – though there are, no doubt, many which implicitly 

reflect CR principles. 
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developing a CR account of labour market emergence for his PhD research.  These contingent 

factors were important in persuading the SBRC to accept the challenge itself and tender for the 

work. 

 

There are a range of other factors which we might think of in terms of structural constraints, 

which help to explain why this research project nearly didn’t happen.  In the first instance, it 

would be fair to suggest that there was some debate within the SBS and other members of the 
project’s steering group (including HMRC, Cabinet Office, HM Treasury, CBI and ICAEW) as to 

whether the CR framework was appropriate in this particular context.  Given the scale of the 

project, involving three phases of data collection and analysis over an extended period of 2 

years, it is very understandable to see why.  As we have observed, the dominant discourse 

surrounding studying regulation tended to focus on survey data, large samples and compliance 

costs.  Furthermore, the SBS were justifiably sensitive to the wider policy agenda and to the 

interests of markets and businesses in general2.   

 

Within this context, therefore, there was a continual need to work with the project team, 

steering group and project advisors in order to develop a modus operandi that could deliver 

reliable evidence on the impact of regulations on small business performance. The key point to 

emphasise here is that the resulting research design was emergent and did not simply 

represent what the research team would have advocated had they been working in isolation, or 

starting with a blank piece of paper.  More specifically, it involved a process of legitimation, as a 

necessary condition of doing CR research in this context. We discuss what this entailed in more 

detail in the next section. 

 

Legitimising policy-based research 

 

As has been discussed, robust EBP research is predicated upon an empirical realist ontology, 

positivistic epistemology and deductive methods.  To the extent that this is so widely accepted 

(if not explicitly acknowledged) within policy circles it might be appropriate to speak of a 

regulatory framework for doing EBP research.  After all, certain (tacit) ‘rules’ appear to mandate 

and prohibit’ how we undertake research, and there do appear to be (implicit) penalties of 

failing to comply – in the sense that research which does not conform to these approaches is 

unlikely to be either taken up or acted upon.  To take this metaphor a little further, there is also 
a process of compliance, where the researcher must abide by the rules of EBP.  There are also 

costs (and benefits) involved in this compliance, as we now discuss.   

 

Gaining legitimacy, both to undertake the research in the first place, and then to re-assure 

policy-makers that the research process would produce credible and robust evidence, 

represents the key aspect of compliance required in this research process.  We put in place a 

whole range of legitimising steps into the research design throughout the project.  These 

included introducing an expert advisory panel, with two leading experts in CR informed 

research; inviting the SBS project team members to accompany interviewers during fieldwork; 

writing the report with a minimum level of CR vocabulary; and ensuring that the research 

findings were clearly presented to business and policy audiences.  Over and above these, 

however, the negotiation of the research design itself – which included face-to-face interviews, 

a survey and multivariate modelling – was effectively a process of gaining legitimacy. 

 

To begin with, the research team undertook a scoping stage which involved presentations about 

proposed approach and so forth with the SBS project team and steering group.  It was during 

this stage that the research design was stabilised.  Initially, the research team had considered 

undertaking 25-30 face-to-face interviews in the first phase of research.  This number of 

interviews already had the potential to reveal many new insights about the impact of 

regulations on small business performance.  The project team and Steering Group were only 

prepared to sign off the project if we undertook at least 100 face-to-face interviews, together 

with a follow up survey that included a sample large enough to do econometric analysis.  Later, 

                                                
2 We might note here that many of the Government’s statements on regulatory policy are prefaced with 

references to the key role of regulation in ensuring that markets work effectively (as well as ensuring 

fairness and necessary protection) – indicating the otherwise unacknowledged enabling nature of 

regulations. 
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the number of interviews was raised to 125 (with 124 being carried out in practice).  Initially 

there was no particular view expressed as to the methods employed for quantitative analysis of 

the survey data.  It was only upon later discussion of the unmeasurable nature of regulation 

(i.e. as a latent construct) that the proposed use of Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) was 

legitimised. 

 

In retrospect, it is clear that legitimacy was achieved through agreeing (and undertaking) such 
a large number of interviews and backing this up with a large-scale survey which provided the 

basis for quantitative analysis and multivariate modelling approaches.  This had related 

compliance costs for us as researchers.  Over and above the extra ‘burden’ of carrying out such 

a large number of interviews and the survey, we were faced with the intellectual challenge of 

undertaking a large-scale survey and related multivariate modelling alongside a CR informed 

approach.  On the face of it, these approaches looked like they were incompatible.  However, in 

the course of this project we discovered the (unexpected) benefits of compliance in terms of the 

new insights gained by following this legitimised research design.  These benefits can be seen to 

exist at two levels - the impact on our emerging theory of regulations; and the likelihood that 

these theoretical insights will be applied at policy-level.   

 

In terms of our theory development, it was only through identifying the causal mechanisms 

from the face-to-face interviews that we were then able to design an appropriate bundle of 

questions on regulation in the telephone survey.  Without the emergence of the enabling, 

motivating and constraining tendencies of regulation in the initial stage of the project the set of 

15 questions on regulation would have had no conceptual foundation for inclusion in the large-

scale survey.  Importantly, the model provides further evidence of a mutually interlocking 

relationship between regulation and performance which in simple terms does not allow us to 

draw the conclusion that one construct (regulation) causes another (performance). This 

conclusion is highly significant and supports a need for a more nuanced understanding of the 

way these two concepts interact.   

 

Turning to the second level of benefit - the likelihood of these conclusions being considered in a 

policy context – it is clear that without undertaking the quantitative research phase this project 

would not have been able to see the light of day.  To that end, the insights gained from 

undertaking this CR informed research would not have been recognised.  Here we might refer 
again to the utilitarian turn in EBP research, where there is an emphasis on ‘what works’.  Of 

course, time will tell as to whether the recommendations made (particularly in terms of 

informing the better regulation agenda) will be enacted.  No doubt the process of legitimising 

the findings of this research project will continue (as we write this, three months after the final 

report was submitted, we are still engaged in disseminating the findings within BERR).   

 

Implications for researchers, policy-makers and lobbying groups - encouraging 

dialogue 

 

A clear implication of what has been discussed here is that ‘evidence’ emerges from the 

interaction between observer and object, and, crucially in the case of EBP, also between 

observer and policy-maker.  EBP still may be trapped within a positivist framework in terms of 

viewing the facts as ‘out there’ just waiting to be ‘discovered’.  This underplays the active, 

creative role of the observer in developing a particular conceptual framework to construct and 

interpret ‘the facts’.  It also fails to acknowledge the active need for the researcher’s approach 

and evidence to be legitimised by the policy-maker.  Research discoveries are not the outcome 

of mechanically applying some perfect method of data collection and analysis.  The active role 

of the observer (and policy-maker) is irreducible in creating evidence.   

 

As we have stressed in this paper, the distinguishing factor about EBP as opposed to other 

types of research is that the discoveries made have to be recognised and communicated 

(actively acted upon) in order to become EBP.  This places particular prominence on the twin 

processes of recognition and communication.  Majone (1989) is surely right in describing policy-

making as a ‘communicative’ process based upon dialogue and argumentation rather than as a 

‘technical’ process based upon scientific evidence.  More recently, the Commission on the Social 

Sciences (2003) has advocated ‘more constructive dialogue’, and the National Audit Office 
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(2003: 29) have emphasised the importance of ‘two-way’ communication between policymakers 

and researchers. 

 

The research process described in this paper can also be seen as a creative process (research 

is, after all, a purposeful activity that seeks to discover and interpret the world around us).  

Interestingly, we rarely think of research as ‘creative’.  Research (especially EBP) is much more 

likely to be regarded as ‘scientific’.  From the enlightenment onwards we have, after all, tended 
to put our faith in the rational and cognitive domain of science3 rather than the arts or other 

cultural (creative) domains.  It may be enlightening for researchers to reflect on aspects of the 

now very extensive literature on creativity, which advocates divergent thinking (see Robinson, 

2001; Root-Bernstein and Root-Bernstein, 2001) and promotes multi-disciplinary engagement 

(see Sternberg, 1999).  This might encourage more dialogue between researchers from 

different disciplines and technical backgrounds, and between researchers, policy-makers, 

lobbying groups and other interested parties. 

 

Clearly, all involved in EBP research would do well to re-consider how they work with, or 

alongside each other to create evidence, as well as how this interaction is communicated.  For 

policy-makers we suggest that their willingness to engage with alternative research paradigms 

and perspectives (as witnessed by this project) is to be encouraged, and communicated to other 

areas of policy-making.  As we have demonstrated in this paper, the line between ‘doing’ and 

‘using’ research is perhaps rather finer than we tend to assume.  Lobbying groups should no 

longer be seen as working ‘in contrast’ to the evidence, but also be encouraged to be actively 

part of creating the evidence itself.  For researchers there are a number of key lessons, 

including the need to see research as a creative and emergent process, and one that requires 

working through a process of legitimation.  Most importantly, perhaps, we highlight the promise 

of working across traditionally separate areas of research specialism (to set up a dialogue 

between quantitative and qualitative approaches).  This is not easy – though as Hanson (2008: 

97) has observed, the reasons for this are “more political than intellectual owing to several 

factors…including diverse intellectual heritages, the domination of quantitative sociologists in 

teaching methods and writing methods text books, the proliferation of computer 

technology…and separation of theory and method”.   

 

Returning to Young et al’s (2002: 216) five models for how the policy process handles the input 
of knowledge (see ‘Doing policy-based research – the role of evidence’ in this paper), we can 

now add a sixth model – a Critical Realist model – which makes the assumption that policy 

research is a synthesis between research and policy that depends upon an emergent and 

creative dialogue.  Whereas Young et al call for bridges to be built between “research producers 

and the user community” we would go further by questioning the very distinction between 

producers and users in the first place.  Policy-makers, practitioners and lobbying groups have 

an active role in producing research as well as dealing with the consequences of their decisions.   

 

Summary and conclusions 

 

This paper has highlighted both the difficulty and the importance of defining something that we 

all too easily take for granted – research evidence.  We have demonstrated the need for new 

ways of engaging with evidence-based policy in the context of small business research.  Those 

involved in the research process must work to legitimise the evidence such that it can be 

recognised and communicated effectively.  This should be based on a dialogue between 

researchers themselves; researchers, policy-makers, lobbying groups, other experts and, of 

course, small business practitioners.     

 

In the specific context of this regulations project we demonstrated the potential of a critical 

realist account to provide a causal explanation for the impact of regulations on small business 

                                                
3
 As an aside, the ‘rules’ for submitting abstracts to this conference called for ‘clear, precise and justified’ 

research – which betrays this scientific perspective.  To the extent that we recognise the inherently 

complex and ambiguous nature of our ‘peopled’ social world, we might suggest that ‘good’ research may 
not always need to present clear and precise causal evidence. 
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performance.  Having legitimised a research design involving both qualitative and quantitative 

methods, we were able to demonstrate the mutually interlocking relationship between 

regulation and performance, where outcomes experienced in practice depend on how business 

owners and other stakeholders respond to specific regulations, as well as on firms’ internal 

resources and capabilities, and prevailing product, labour and capital market conditions.   

 

There were clearly a range of intellectual challenges in bringing together a CR approach with 
large-scale survey and multivariate analysis.  It could be argued that the mix was no more than 

the result of instrumentalist pragmatism.  However, we suggest that this would be to misread 

what was going on here.  At the heart of the process described was a dialogue based on the 

principle that there must be explanations for differences, or what Bhaskar terms ‘axial 

rationality’ (2007: 201).  It is possible to work our way through different epistemological and 

methodological milieux (including those of the quantitative and qualitative researcher, 

respectively) until we come to see how it is possible to have an agreement with ‘the other’ 

(Bhaskar, 2007: 202), and to profit from this agreement.  The result does not have to be an 

impoverished mish-mash of ‘mixed-methods’ which lose credibility and/or internal validity.  On 

the contrary, if we are bold enough to move beyond incommensurability our emergent 

understanding will bring us nearer to the truth of the assumptions that form the basis for our 

policy making.   
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