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

It is difficult �̀



This feature appears in the January 19 edition of the FT
Responsible Business Education magazine

Yet a significant number combined intellectual

originality, a focus on pressing social issues and
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
behavioural science at Chicago Booth School of

Business, whose research paper was one of the four

winners chosen by a group of independent judges
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

important things for them,” says Mullainathan. “This

project really changed the entire field’s thinking.
We’d been so focused on inputs, we had lost sight of

the outputs that the algorithm was optimising.”

One striking aspect of his study — which reflects the

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 �

The paper’s first author was Ziad Obermeyer, from the School of Publi�

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
General Brigham umbrella.
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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�ఀas 
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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
bundling bank finance and farmers’ purchases, such

as drought-resistant seeds, with insurance, they were
able to increase financial support for farmers while

reducing their level of risk.

Chavez and his co-authors are now working with the
African Development Bank and regional reinsurers

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.

Getting your hands dirty
with real-world problems
allows you to formulate
research questions that are
not otherwise present in
academia

Erik Chavez, Imperial College Business School
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Academic research with impact: other shortlisted entries

Alex Edmans, London Business School
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Aurélien Rouquet, Jean-Baptiste Suquet, NEOMA Business

School

Knocking sovereign

customers off their
pedestals?

Snehanjali Chrispal, Hari Bapuji, University of Melbourne;

Charlene Zietsma, Pennsylvania State University

Caste and

Organization
Studies: Our

Silence Makes Us

Complicit

Hannah Riley Bowles, Harvard University; Bobbi Thomason,

Pepperdine University; Julia Bear, Stony Brook University

Reconceptualizing

What and How
Women Negotiate

for Career

Advancement

Sterling Bone, Utah State University; Glenn Christensen,

Brigham Young University; Jerome Williams, Rutgers
University–Newark

Shaping Small

Business Lending
Policy Through

Matched-Pair

Mystery Shopping

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

Improving Cancer

Outreach
Effectiveness

Through Targeting

and Economic

Assessments

April Wright, University of Queensland; Alan Meyer, University

of Oregon; Trish Reay, University of Alberta; Jonathan Staggs,
Christian Heritage College

Maintaining Places

of Social Inclusion:
Ebola and the

Emergency

Department


