
Chapter Three

The Wisdom of a Crowd of Experts
Finding Reliable Scholarly Research

No truths—not even mathematical truths—can be considered secure for all
time. But over time and with the openness afforded by the Internet, we have a
greater likelihood of establishing truths than during any previous era of hu-
man history.

—Howard Gardner, Truth, Beauty, and Goodness Reframed (2012)

Ray Tomlinson, a sixty-two-year-old from Warren, Michigan, just wanted to
get home quickly: driving from Arizona to Michigan was a long trip. When
his girlfriend sitting in the passenger seat turned out to be not sleeping but
dead from a drug overdose, he knew what to do. Whipping out his smart
phone he searched for the laws in Arizona on how soon you were required to
contact the police if someone dies. Warren police Sergeant Stephen Mills,
who later arrested Ray, related:

“He then does an Internet search via his phone . . . He says he finds on the
Internet that he has 48 hours to take her to a medical examiner.”1

The police Sergeant then explains that the information on the Internet was
incorrect.

What did Ray do wrong? Where do I begin . . .
By starting and ending with a Google search and not thinking through his

search strategy, Ray probably violated all six of the following strategies for
finding reliable information online.
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1. Start at the Source

Ray likely popped into one of the first items that came up in his Google or
Siri search rather than “starting at the source.” He should have at least gone
to an official law website and started his search there. He could have started
with a Google search if he was thinking about searching for a source rather
than a piece of information:

Google: Arizona Statutes “report a death”2

He also could have relied on librarians who have created guides, called
“LibGuides,” for every topic imaginable. These guides link to free and pro-
prietary resources online. If you have access to a library these guides link
directly to library-owned sources, but they also point the way to the best free
resources, such as Findlaw, a great source for finding legal information.

Google: Libguides Free Legal Resources Web

Legal searches are tricky. They are a unique kind of scholarly research.
Often the best way to find official laws or regulations is to take a back-door
approach. The search above will lead you to some unofficial legal sites that
provide easy access and will identify the law by name and number. That
gives you the information you need to then locate the official law. Once you
have the statute number, in this case Title 36:344, you can go straight to the
Arizona statutes.

Google: Arizona Statutes

Then simply look up the Title number to make sure that this law is still
accurate, up to date, and in force—that it is still “good law.”

2. Pay Attention to the “Psychology of Search”

Ray was suffering from a strong case of motivated cognition. He really
wanted to drive quickly from Arizona to Michigan and not be bogged down
with reporting the death of his girlfriend. He searched and found what he
wanted to find. That did not make it true. In addition, confirmation bias—
giving greater credence to information that agrees with Ray’s personal per-
ceptions—and false certainty—not even recognizing the possibility of uncer-
tainty—were also at play here. This is human nature, many of us automati-
cally start searching online for what we want to be true.
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3. Expert, Amateur, Crowd?

In the case of law the searcher needs to consult official documents or an
expert. It is not a good idea to rely on WikiHow or About.com for legal
advice.

4. Context, Motivation, and Bias

If you are on an official legal website—such as the Arizona Revised Statutes
that are on a .gov site—then you are all set. Ray was not on an official site.

5. Comparison and Corroboration

Ray only looked at one site, an unofficial site. For a legal question, if you are
verifying that something is not a potential felony, you may want to consult a
few sources or even call a lawyer. In Ray’s case he was committing a misde-
meanor and the police went pretty easy on him, though he did get into the
national news. Perhaps that was punishment enough for poor judgment and
poor search skills.

6. Go Deep, or Not

Relying on the first page of search results in a Google Search is the opposite
of going deep. For a legal question like Ray’s, expect to spend more than two
minutes wading through the law. A surprising number of people believe that
coming up in the first five search results in Google is a sign that a piece of
information is trustworthy.3

Often when we search for something online we think we are shooting for
a “yes” or “no” or one-sentence answer:

Who won the World Cup in 2014?

But many questions do not have simple answers, even when it seems like
they should:

Does bologna contain lard?

Research questions are frequently more nuanced and complex. In the
social sciences, such as psychology or anthropology, there is typically no
right answer, but some answers are better than others and represent current
knowledge in the field. In his book Thinking, Fast and Slow, Daniel Kahne-
man writes about our tendency toward fast thinking and experiencing false
certainty.4 We default to fast thinking and draw instant conclusions based on
whatever information comes up first in a search. Instead, we should dig a
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little deeper, check out the source of the information, and understand that the
answer might be more nuanced. Some bologna may contain lard and some
may not.

GOING DEEP

When a new client approached me about helping her with a research question
she had already gone way past our Arizona driver Ray in doing her home-
work, but she had turned up conflicting results and was confused about how
to proceed. Maya is the CEO of a tech start-up that is about to design a new
office space. They just received an infusion of venture capital and are plan-
ning the usual type of start-up space: an open-plan shared workspace with
primary colors, connected couches, shared desks, ping pong tables, and Ra-
zor scooters. Many start-ups mimic the open-plan office layout found at
successful workplaces such as Google. Maya read in the business section of
the New York Times an article by an experienced journalist:

They’ve [Google] looked at the data to see how people are collaborating.
Physical space is the biggest lever to encourage collaboration. And the data
are clear that the biggest driver of performance in complex industries like
software is serendipitous interaction.5

But Maya has also just read the following opinion piece in the New York
Times written by a respected author:

Studies show that open-plan offices make workers hostile, insecure and dis-
tracted. They’re also more likely to suffer from high blood pressure, stress, the
flu and exhaustion. And people whose work is interrupted make 50 percent
more mistakes and take twice as long to finish it.6

Journalists are famous for using phrases like “studies show,” but unfortu-
nately, many newspapers do not provide citations to these “studies” that
“show.” Maya asks me to do a comprehensive literature review. She wants a
summary of all the research to date on this topic so that she can make an
informed decision. In essence, she wants me to go deep, but also go fast.

Go Deep is my middle name.

GO DEEP, BUT FIRST POKE AROUND

Spenser, the fictional detective in Robert Parker’s novels, typically starts his
search for the bad guys by doing a little poking around. Like doing research,
Spenser wants to get a sense of where things currently sit:
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Hell, I don’t know [what I’m doing], Mr. Esteva. I don’t know what’s going on
so I wander around and ask questions and annoy people and finally somebody
says something or does something then I wander around and ask questions
about that and annoy people and so on. Better than sitting up in a tree with a
spyglass.7

A comprehensive literature review involves methodically finding any rele-
vant research that has been done on a topic, but there are also elements of
serendipity. It helps to start by poking around to see what is out there, to
come up with a list of keywords to search for, to carefully define and refine
the topic, and to see who the expert players are that are working in a particu-
lar area and find out the current buzz.

You cannot do a comprehensive literature review on any topic. If a client
came to me and asked me to do a comprehensive review of the research on
ADHD I would say: “Give me a ten-year contract or forget it!” Really, what I
would say is:

“What about ADHD? ADHD and medication? ADHD and young children?”

Interestingly, you can discover the most common searches that people do
for ADHD by typing ADHD into Google. Google has an “autocomplete”
feature called “Google Suggestions” that lists a handful of the most common
searches that have been done recently related to ADHD. If you search:

Google: ADHD
The suggestions are:

ADHD test
ADHD in adults

ADHD medications

Bing and Yahoo have a similar mechanism for calling up frequently
searched terms. The practice can be surprisingly powerful and controversial.
A skydiving company was upset when searchers entered their company name
in Google and the first suggested autocomplete word was accident. There had
been a recent accident at the company, but they did not want to have that be
immediately associated with their name in a Google search. Some companies
hire mechanical Turks to do thousands of searches on a company name
combined with positive words in order to push down negative words that
come up next to their company name in autocomplete.8

What is great about Google autocomplete is that it will reflect recent
searching trends, it is not just a sum total of searches. If President Obama
were to suddenly confess he has ADHD, that item would likely come up in
autocomplete when searching ADHD. In short, autocomplete can suggest the
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most recent popular ways people have tried to break down a topic, and this
can be helpful in pointing to the recent thinking about a topic.

I riff on a number of different keywords for the concept of open offices
and find that “open-plan office” seems to be the most common term. Then I
search simply:

Google: open-plan office

If I type a space after office, I get suggestions like “vs. cubicle” or “office
etiquette.” If I add a space before my search I get “advantages of” and
“working in.”

Though not always useful, autocomplete can sometimes provide a quick
pointer to what key issues relate to a topic. For example:

Google: Dalmatians SPACE
Retrieves:

101 Dalmatians
102 Dalmatians

Are Dalmatians mean?
Are Dalmatians deaf?

Interestingly, Dalmatians are more likely to be deaf than any other dog breed,
and they can also be overly aggressive, and sometimes this is related to
hearing issues.

Starting a literature search on anything is a process of finding out how big
that something is. What is included? What is left out? I search:

Google: open-plan office (490,000 results)
Google: “open-plan office” design (206,000 results)

Using quotes to get the exact phrase and adding another keyword limits and
focuses my results. Many of the articles that come up first are free articles
that are plugging a particular furniture company. Several of the top items
retrieved are articles in Forbes and Businessweek that are interviews with
office design companies pushing their products while discussing “the re-
search.” But no one actually cites a scientific research article. While I used to
think of Forbes as a reliable business magazine, I was surprised at the quality
and amount of content I was seeing. By generating oodles of fresh content
Forbes was guaranteeing a top landing place in search results, and by having
content that was connected directly to advertising—native advertising—
Forbes was ensuring a high revenue stream. In 2013 Joe McCambley, an
advertising expert, interviewed by David Carr, the former media critic for the
New York Times, said:
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What I love about Forbes is that they have the guts to take risks, to experiment,
but I think some of it is dangerous. When you go to Forbes, you expect sound
business advice and news, information that has been fact-checked and vetted.
But what you get instead is a mix of staff content, contributor content and
sponsored content. It’s hard to know where you are.9

I decide to better define my question to avoid the sponsored content and
get at something deeper. What my client is really interested in is office
design in relation to productivity. I add this filter to my search:

Google: “open-plan office” productivity (38,000 results).

It may seem silly to gauge hit counts because for now I am only going to
view the first few pages of results, but adding in specific words such as
productivity to narrow my results can limit the type of information I retrieve.
I can also use words like “research” or “study” and so on. I again breeze past
the puff pieces and notice a Scientific American article listed in my results.
Though it is not research per se, Scientific American is better at citing sources
and presenting unbiased journalism than some of the lighter business orient-
ed publications that are more focused on selling advertising.

The Scientific American article gives me a nice introduction to the history
of open-plan offices. I also pick up a few articles from the New York Times
and the New Yorker. Both publications are famous for fact checking their
stories, especially the New Yorker. They are the gold standard of fact check-
ing, spending weeks and in some cases months corroborating every fact
mentioned in a story.10

I pull together enough background information to get the big picture:
designers and architects invented open-plan offices to improve office life.
These designers felt that by bringing down walls and bringing people togeth-
er office life would become more democratic and less hierarchical. Modern
architects such as Frank Lloyd Wright designed spacious and flexible open
plans that would “liberate” office workers, but employers often saw open
offices as an opportunity to save space and money. They plunked office
workers into rows of desks squished together. These are sometimes called
“bullpens” and they predate cubicles and open-plan offices. In the 1950s a
German design group suggested breaking up the uniform rows of desks in a
bullpen into smaller groupings based on work assignments.

In 1964, following in the footsteps of the German designers, Bob Probst,
an artist and sculptor, joined forces with the furniture company Herman
Miller to create the “action office.”11 Their goal was to provide more flex-
ibility for the worker: desks at standing and sitting height, larger surfaces,
and modular components that could be re-configured when needed. Unfortu-
nately, many employers again saw cost savings and control advantages and
selected the parts of the modular plan that would allow them to squeeze as
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many workers as possible into the same space. Probst was horrified by what
had been done with his idea of modular flexible space. The bullpen later
morphed into the cubicle by inserting dividers when people had trouble
working due to distractions, noise, and lack of privacy.

Today 68 percent of all offices have an open floor plan, with or without
partitions, and the number is increasing.12 At the same time, people seem to
fall into two camps on whether the open-plan office increases or decreases
productivity:

This open style of work, insists Mr. Rouady, an employee of Netscape Commu-
nications, is best done in an open setting—where workers are separated only
by low partitions instead of being walled off behind closed doors in individual
offices. “The programming code we write has to work together seamlessly so
we should work together seamlessly as well,” he said.13

The computer company Intel, like Netscape referenced above, has been
pro-cubicle and open-plan since just after its founding in 1968. On the other
side of the fence, Microsoft’s corporate offices follow the vision of Bill
Gates and Paul Allen, who are crystal clear that software programmers work
best alone with individual offices and few distractions:

“Every time we revisit the issue of having open-plan offices, it is roundly
rejected,” said Nick MacPhee, the general manager of real estate and facil-
ities. “The reaction borders between horror and hysteria.”14

Recently Microsoft has gravitated toward a combination of private office
space and open plan. One extremist in the debate has been Michael Bloom-
berg. When he served as mayor of New York from 2002 to 2013 he went
retro and put almost everyone in city hall into one large bullpen with Bloom-
berg’s desk front and center. Bloomberg adopted the plan from his days
working on the Wall Street trading floor and also designed his corporate
offices this way. Incoming Mayor Bill de Blasio decided not to dismantle the
bullpen due to expense, but he quietly took a private office on the floor
below.

While some office design firms tout all kinds of new “research” advocat-
ing for open-plan offices, most of the web pages that come up in top Google
searches rail against them:

• “The Open Office Trap.” (New Yorker)15

• “Ending the Tyranny of the Open-Plan Office.” (Business Week)16

• “Study: Open Offices are Making us all Sick.” (Wall Street Journal)17

• “Open-Plan Offices Were Devised by Satan in the Deepest Caverns Of
Hell.” (Guardian)18
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While the negative articles were in the majority, there were also a few on
the other side of the fence:

“Open-Plan Offices: The New Trend in Workplace Design.” (Slate)19

Many people would stop after reading five or six articles from recent and
reputable newspapers and magazines touting the latest studies, and some-
times this can be enough. But for me this was just scratching the surface. I
decided to wade deeply into the story behind the story, and the current
quickly pulled me out, deep.

SATISFICING: EAT FISH!

Satisficing is an idea developed in 1956 to explain why people often pull
together a limited amount of resources in order to find “good enough” infor-
mation.20 The theory predates the widespread use of the Internet by decades,
and the behavior has probably gone on for centuries. It is not about being
lazy. It is a practical coping technique because we are all bound by time
limitations. Professor Metzger and others have shown that for important
decisions we choose to spend more time searching for information, but for
decisions we make daily and weekly at work or as consumers we tend to
“satisfice” with a few quick searches.21

Often satisficing is combined with other strategies called “heuristics” to
save us time. Confirmation bias, for example, is our tendency to view infor-
mation as credible if it confirms our preexisting beliefs, and not credible if it
counters our beliefs.22 Combine this with the tendency people have to only
look at the first five search results in Google and we get many people relying
on a lot of unreliable information. Many of us also have a strong need for
closure, and this also impacts our credibility assessments. Researchers have
found that when people are experiencing a high degree of “need for closure”
they are more likely to seize on the first piece of information they find
because their primary goal is to get an answer quickly.23

In looking for information on office plans I could feel the urge to “satis-
fice,” and also my confirmation bias was trying to gain control. I had worked
as a research librarian for twenty years and in my last year there we transi-
tioned overnight from having private offices to an open plan. I hated it. My
initial foray onto Google was confirming all my deep-seated biases. Open
plans were noisy, stressful, disruptive, and so on. I found myself wanting to
minimize the handful of articles that were positive. While satisficing and the
confirmation bias have been problems for many decades, this type of behav-
ior is quickly magnified when searching online. Sometimes we even set
ourselves up to confirm what we already believe by searching using terms
that bias our findings from the start.
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Newspaper and blog writers feed our need for satisficing. They grab one
study and declare: Eating Fish Is Good for Your Heart! They do it because it
works. Readers want a simple story with clear conclusions. They do not want
to get bogged down with all the details: should the fish be farmed or wild?
Tuna or salmon? Were the studies done with a randomized and large enough
sample of subjects? We often just read the headlines anyway: Eat Fish!

PROOF BY REPEATED ASSERTION

It is always tempting to take a shortcut on the path to finding reliable infor-
mation. I am committed to getting to the bottom of the research on open-plan
offices, but if there is an easy way to get the full story quickly, that would be
great. As I pop around looking at blogs and news articles a definite pattern
was emerging. I keep seeing references to the same study and the same man.
Apparently a researcher from Queensland University of Technology (QUT)
in Brisbane, Australia, I’ll call him “Dr. O.,”24 had done an extensive review
of the literature on open-plan offices. Dr. O. was quoted as saying:

In 90 percent of the research, the outcome of working in an open-plan office
was seen as negative, with open-plan offices causing high levels of stress,
conflict, high blood pressure, and a high staff turnover.25

What is weird about the Dr. O. quote is that it is everywhere. In fact, almost
every article I read as I pop around my search results has the Dr. O. quote of
“90 percent.” Dr. O. also offers heady sound bites about open-plan offices
negatively impacting productivity and rails forcefully against this type of
design by saying it caused so many problems there might be employee law-
suits down the road due to the stress the open-plan office might cause.26

Digging a little further, not surprisingly, I find that Dr. O.’s research is
one of a handful of citations listed on Wikipedia under the subject of “open-
plan offices.” It is hard to know which came first: did Dr. O. do the study, get
interviewed by a journalist, and then get cited in the Wikipedia article?
Probably, and then all the other writers picked up the sound bite from either
the first writer or from Wikipedia. Unfortunately, the link on Wikipedia does
not go to the actual review study as promised, but instead links to yet another
brief news article, this time from an Australian health site summarizing his
research review.27 In this summary, Dr. O. is quoted as saying:

The evidence we found was absolutely shocking!

As I dig around more I find over 1,000 brief articles on the Web quoting
Dr. O. saying how shocking his findings were, and just short of 1,000 of
them cite the “90 percent” figure. I am stunned by the popularity of Dr. O.
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Perhaps his review of the research is so extensive and his expertise so vast
that this had made him the authority on open-plan offices.

Here is Dr. O. in Japanese railing against open-plan offices and referenc-
ing his study28 (thank you Google translation!):

Here he is in Vietnamese, next to advertisements for cubicle partitions: 29

And in Sweden, here is Dr. O., popping up like a “Where’s Waldo?” in yet
another article about open-plan offices making employees stressed and ill: 30

He is even featured in a brochure for an acoustic sound-masking company to
help with the stress-inducing noise levels in open-plan offices, and he ap-
pears in a Google image search, a friendly smile on his face as he stands in
front of a group of low-partitioned office desks.31

There is a phenomenon called “proof by repeated assertion” that occurs
when a piece of information is repeated over and over again. This repetition
reinforces the idea that because so many sources have reported it as true it
therefore must be true. Combine this with the re-blogging and re-tweeting of
the same story ad nauseam and you have a problem. When journalists and
bloggers do not do their homework and then parrot each other, one piece of
information becomes magnified a hundredfold. I wondered if the journalists
who reported on the study had even read it. Many of them quoted Dr. O. in a
way that implied they had each directly interviewed him, but it was the same
quote in each story, suggesting that he was probably only interviewed once
and then the story was parroted around what might be called “the shallow
web.”

With over 1,000 sources pointing to Dr. O. I think it possible that his
study can answer all of my client Maya’s questions, but my gut is telling me
otherwise. There is something about his quotes in the articles online that
seem off. It is rare for a researcher to say how “shocked” he is by the
research or to make wild assertions about potential lawsuits. My guess is that
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the open-plan office issue is not as black and white as Dr. O. proclaims. It is
time to track down the real research review and see if it holds water, and to
do a little more digging into Dr. O.’s credentials.

Having just read Daniel Kahneman’s book Thinking, Fast and Slow, I
congratulate myself for not getting sucked into false certainty and not jump-
ing to instant conclusions. Instead I recognize the possibility of uncertainty
and know I need to investigate the quality of the information. Kahneman
encourages us to think slow: “to doubt, hesitate, qualify.”32 He encourages
skepticism. I am skeptical of Dr. O.’s study, but can 1,000 blogs and articles
be engaged in fast thinking and false certainty? Even reputable publications
like Scientific American? This seems hard to swallow.

WALKS LIKE A DUCK?

In the social sciences, like the sciences, there is primary research and then
there are reviews summarizing and analyzing piles of primary research. Pri-
mary research consists of real experiments. To oversimplify: researchers take
x number of subjects and expose them to some experimental condition and
see what happens. The best research uses a randomized design for putting
participants into control and test groups, they are double-blind, meaning
participants and scientists do not know if a subject is in the experimental
group or not, they use a large number of subjects, and the study results are
repeatable by others. They are written up in scholarly journals and they
follow a common format:

• Abstract
• Introduction
• Method
• Results
• Discussion
• Literature Cited

Most of these articles begin by touching on related research to demon-
strate how this research builds on the work of previous studies. Those bump-
er stickers that read, “everything is connected” are not referring to the schol-
arly research process, but they could be. No one does useful research in a
vacuum.

Below is a picture that demonstrates the interconnectedness of scholarly
research. The image in the center is an article reporting on primary research.
To the left are articles that the center article cites, the research that the center
article is building on and thus obligated to cite. To the right are articles on
research that took place after the center article had been published and cite it
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in their new research. This new research is furthering the conversation about
a topic. It is easy to see that an article has followed proper etiquette if it
contains a lot of citations on the left by citing previous research; it is also
easy to see how influential an article and its research is by seeing how many
researchers have cited the article after it was published, the pile on the right.

The Scholarly Research Process: Everything Is Connected.33

Reviews of the literature, on the other hand, take dozens and frequently
hundreds of research articles and condense, summarize, and analyze the re-
sults. Sometimes they draw new conclusions based on their survey; some-
times they just provide a summary and analysis of the current state of the
field.

Reviews of the literature vary in quality, sometimes cherry-picking stud-
ies to serve a particular researcher’s agenda, but when they are done well
they are comprehensive, systematically conducted, and cover a carefully de-
fined area.34 The authors will typically explain the procedures by which they
conducted their review and they summarize and draw conclusions about the
current state of an area of study. I know that if Dr. O’s review holds up it will
save me days of research and reading.

I track down Dr. O.’s review using Google Scholar, a fantastic and com-
prehensive search engine of published scholarship. Fortunately Dr. O.’s first
and last names are unusual. If it had been a common name I would have
thrown in subject keywords as well. Also, unlike many articles in Google
Scholar, Dr. O.’s article was open access so the citation linked directly to a
PDF. Had it been unavailable I would have been stuck paying for it or getting
it via a library.

With the tremendous growth of information on the Web, evaluating infor-
mation has been foisted onto the searcher. Publishers, libraries, and book-
stores used to provide robust filters that excluded much of the commercial
drivel that now populates the Web. The downside was that they also sup-
pressed or curtailed innovative ideas that were not quite ready for prime time.
There are many benefits to having access to greater amounts of information,
but finding quality information has become more challenging as a result.
While Google Scholar selects only scholarly information, it casts a large net
and uses a broad definition of scholarship, but it provides access to much
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more reliable and scholarly information than a search on just Google, and it
leaves out most of the marketing and advertisement pieces.

Just because an article appears on Google Scholar does not mean it is
completely reliable research, though it is much more likely to be, and it is
more likely to have been subject to some type of vetting and review process.
My next step is to carefully evaluate Dr. O’s article. Howard Rheingold and
University of California Berkeley Libraries have both developed useful
checklists and criteria for evaluating information (e.g., Currency, Reliability,
Authority, Purpose).35 At the same time, some experts, such as Marc Meola,
warn searchers against leaning too heavily on checklists for evaluating infor-
mation because checklists can encourage a mechanistic way of evaluating
that is at odds with critical thinking.36 Going down a checklist can become
rote. Meola advocates using a contextual approach by shooting for peer- and
editorially reviewed resources when possible, and using comparison and cor-
roboration to verify information. Researchers from Hofstra University agree
and state that the gold standard for evaluating research should be peer re-
view, the credentials of the author, the reputation of the publisher, and the
degree and quality of documentation provided.37 I decide to use a combina-
tion of checklists and deeper contextual approaches.

Ultimately any evaluation strategy also needs to include a critical reading
of the work using a healthy amount of skepticism while digging into the
context of the research itself, where it came from, and what other research
has been done in the field.38 While I usually start with author credentials, I
decide to dig into other evaluation criteria first:

1. Relevance?

This seems kind of obvious, right? It’s about open-plan offices, so it must be
relevant. Over 1,000 journalists and bloggers referenced it as pertaining to
open-plan offices, but when I look at the title the focus is not what I ex-
pected:

Should Health Service Managers Embrace Open-plan Work Environments: A
Review.

Health service managers seem like a different type of worker than the
software and marketing people that would be working in my client Maya’s
start-up. Health service managers face issues such as confidentiality that
might impact whether they should be in an open-plan office. None of the
online articles from the media had referenced the specific health service
management focus. Perhaps Dr. O. reviewed the general research on open-
plan offices to apply it to the needs of health service managers?
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2. Context?

The discussion of context involves where the information is situated: is it on
the web page of a corporation? Is it issued by an organization that has an
agenda? Is it published by a scholarly body striving for objectivity?

Dr. O.’s information was wrapped in what appeared to be a scholarly
journal titled Asia Pacific Journal of Health Management. Though the focus
was on health management, not what I was looking for, the journal looked
reputable. Scholarly journals contain articles written by researchers, profes-
sors, and graduate students. They are peer reviewed or refereed, which gives
them a high level of credibility, because experts working in the same field
review them.

To ensure that an article is in a scholarly journal, the quickest check is to
search Ulrichsweb Global Serials Directory available online via most librar-
ies. Pop the title of the journal in and a cute symbol of a referee shirt appears
if the journal is peer reviewed. Dr. O.’s journal had the referee shirt—a good
sign.

I decide to go one step further and figure out the Journal Impact Factor
(JIF). This is an excessive move, but I am going deep. The JIF measures the
frequency with which the average article in a journal has been cited year by
year. It is a flawed measure, and is sometimes accused of being like a popu-
larity contest, but I was not going for a high JIF, I just wanted to make sure
the journal had a JIF score.

The JIF score can be found in the Journal Citation Reports within the
proprietary database Web of Science (WOS)39 that is found in many librar-
ies. Strangely, Dr. O.’s journal is not included in WOS, a comprehensive
database of scholarship. While WOS uses a more restrictive definition of
scholarship than Google Scholar, almost all published English-language
scholarly journals are found there. No go. Makes me think the Asia Pacific
Journal of Health Management walks like a duck, talks like a duck, and is
refereed like a duck, but maybe it is not a duck, or at least not according to
WOS.

Searching Google to get to the publication website turns up a dead link.
Information in the dead link provides me with a lead that the journal is a
publication issued by the Australasian College of Health Service Manage-
ment. While it is technically refereed, it is more like a newsletter that covers
reviews of research and book reviews, which must be why WOS has snubbed
it—no original primary research. I’m glad Google Scholar has a broader
view of scholarship, because it provides a nice counterpart to WOS, and I
never would have found the publication otherwise. Ultimately I conclude that
though it is not a rigorous scholarly journal, the college that issues it has no
specific agenda other than to share useful information with health service
managers.
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3. Length?

Often length does not seem important, but for a comprehensive literature
review it should be long: A typical scholarly literature review is thirty or
forty pages. Dr. O.’s review is only six pages.

4. Methodology?

For a literature review this is crucial. Dr. O. and company explained their
search criteria: They had chosen appropriate journal databases to search,
though they had included a preponderance of medical databases, including
PubMed, Medline, and CINHAL (nursing). They listed the keywords used in
searches and included negative words such as “office crowding,” “office
noise,” and “office privacy,” which could slant the search results. Not a deal
breaker, but it would have been nice if they had searched for words like
“collaboration” as well.

5. Timeliness?

Timeliness can mean different things. For some disciplines, like science,
timeliness means the last year or two. A review of the literature from ten
years ago for the treatment of colon cancer is useless. For my purposes I
would accept something within the last few years. Dr. O.’s study was six
years old, meaning the research reviewed would have been older than seven
years, but more concerning was that Dr. O. indicated he had put no time limit
on the research he reviewed. Many of the studies cited were old, from the
1970s and 1980s. While the expectation is that a deep review should cover
older material, the older studies he referenced constituted half of the sixty
studies cited.

In Dr. O.’s favor, they had used a snowballing strategy. This involves
taking each article found and tracking down the articles cited at the back of
that article. Unfortunately, they do not mention tracing forward to find out
what articles were citing the articles they retrieved, so that they could get the
most current research. This can be done with the click of a link on WOS or
Google Scholar.

6. Balance?

In reading the review itself I find a balanced analysis of open-plan offices.
The last page contains a chart listing seven advantages and ten disadvantages
of the open office. This seems disconnected from the media reports that
quote Dr. O. denouncing open-plan offices. I found no mention of the 90
percent figure so widely quoted online. The review itself makes no mention
of that figure. Near the end of the review the authors write:
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Just because a workplace has an open-plan design, does not mean low em-
ployee productivity.40

What had happened between publishing the literature review and Dr. O.’s
brush with the media? Had he gotten caught up in his “fifteen minutes of
fame” and let loose his feelings of hatred toward open-plan offices? Or had
the media misrepresented their interview with Dr. O.?

FINDING DR. O.

I decide that this “literature review” is not deep enough for my purposes. But
I am intrigued. Why had so many writers quoted Dr. O. and his study? Was it
just like a bad virus that spread around the Web? Was it a product of lazy
journalists? Just who is this Dr. O.?

According to the article, Dr. O. is listed as “Senior Project Officer,” and
his coauthors are listed as “Executive Officer” and “Research Assistant,”
respectively. Dr. O. is listed as a “Dr.” in the article, but there is no Ph.D.
following his name, instead he is listed as:

BDS, MHlthSC, CertMRC, DipMedDent, AFCHSE, CHE

I am not kidding: six degrees. I look up some of them and figure out that
DipMedDent may be some type of graduate degree in dentistry though it is
rare to see it listed as DipMedDent, even in Austalia. Not exactly the exper-
tise needed for what falls under industrial and organizational psychology,
business management, or possibly architecture and design. The coauthors are
listed as “Mr.” and “Ms.” One has a physical education diploma and the
other has a nursing degree. Many of the media reports call Dr. O. “a research-
er from Queensland.” I had assumed he was on the faculty or was a research-
er with a Ph.D.

I cannot locate his resume online and when I check Google Scholar for a
list of his other publications I found only a few on various medical subjects,
all published within a two-year period of the open-plan article. I decide to
email him and ask about the 90 percent figure: where did it come from given
that it did not show up in the research review? I look on the Queensland
website in the staff directory and do a search combining his name with
Queensland.

There is no Dr. O. listed there!

Any sane researcher would just move on at this point. It was time to see if
there was a better review article out there or create my own literature review.
But I am captivated. How had Dr. O. become the spokesperson against open-



72 Chapter 3

plan offices? Was there some commercial payoff or personal agenda in-
volved? I clear my schedule for the week to track down Dr. O., his study, and
everything I can find that relates to it.

I begin to feel like the central character in a detective movie with every
new piece of evidence dragging me in more deeply. My husband and chil-
dren throw up their hands in defeat, slipping dinner under my study door . . .
again. My eyes are burning from too many hours on the computer, but what I
begin to uncover is too hard to resist—like pulling at a loose sweater thread
and watching the entire garment unravel.

THE ART AND SCIENCE OF FINDING PEOPLE

Finding information about people online is both an art and a science. If you
are trying to determine if a researcher is legitimate, a quick Google search
with their name and institution or logging on to the staff directory at their
university it typically enough. In most cases there will be a vita or resume,
publications list, courses taught, and information about research interests.
These people want to be found. If that fails, as it did with Dr. O., it begins to
raise a red flag.

Most of us, whether we admit it or not, have searched—maybe even a bit
obsessively—for someone on the Web. If their name is unique or unusual it
can be easy, but if they have a common name or are not active in social
media a more strategic approach is needed.

Once you have exhausted initial Google Searches—either because noth-
ing is coming up or too much is coming up—searching for people can be
broken down into four types:

1. Social Media

Most people have a social media profile unless they are in a witness protec-
tion program. Facebook is the most widespread, but if it is a common name
and there is no known geographic location it can be challenging.

Graph search, on Facebook, lets you search for people by geographic
location, institutional affiliation, hobbies, college attended, and even whether
they “like” a certain restaurant. More people are turning on their privacy
settings, but they cannot prevent searchers from viewing their name and
profile image, if they have one. Sometimes you can glean just enough from a
Facebook page to then do an improved Google search.

As you pick up bits and pieces of information, combine them and plug
them into sites such as Twitter, LinkedIn, Google+, and Tumblr. You will
need accounts on these sites to do this. Try searching for their name in a
Google image search: If you find an image, then link back to its origin. 41 If
you find a photo they have posted on Instagram you can run it through a site
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called The Beat. Developed by Rutgers students, it combines Instagram
photos with a Google Street View of the photograph’s location. Usually it
will give you both the location of the photo and the time the photo was taken,
helping you pinpoint the location of the person.

LinkedIn is becoming more useful for locating people and seeing where
they work. If you are secretly tracking down an old flame or future romantic
partner, log out of your own account first, before scanning their site. People
who have enhanced subscriptions to LinkedIn can tell who has viewed their
profile.

Twitter is also a place to find people if they want to be found, but unless
the person identifies themselves in their “biography” it is not much use.
Other social media sites are hit or miss. Remember that Google can search
inside some social media sites but not others. There are niche vertical search
engines that spring up and die out regularly, so to search Twitter, for exam-
ple:

Google: Search Engines Twitter

Unfortunately, Dr. O. does not seem to be the social sort.

2. Contact Someone Directly

I know this sounds crazy, but sometimes the easiest approach is to email or
call someone, or connect with someone who might know them. There are
tricks to getting Google to pony up an email address or phone number. Try
searching their name combined with @, or try their area code or workplace
name if you have it. Several free (and many fee) white pages are available
online. AnyWho.com and 411.com are useful. If you know the email of
someone they work with, it can be easy to guess at the structure of your
person’s email: for example, Pedro_Martinez@Smithsonian.gov.

Cell phone numbers are difficult to find unless they are listed in some
document out on the Web that can be accessed by Google. The “free” cell
phone registries are rarely worth searching. They lead you on, but then try to
charge for what is usually a landline number.

Unfortunately, I am not able to track down my Dr. O. The only informa-
tion is that he has worked in some capacity at QUT, but was no longer there.
I email the human resources department at QUT, but they cite privacy restric-
tions and are unable to respond.

I email Dr. O.’s coauthors listed in the QUT staff directory, but receive no
response. I then email the coauthors that had worked with Dr. O. on his other
published articles. Miraculously, one of them emails me back. She asks not
to be quoted by name, but confirms that Dr. O. has “some sort of dental
degree from India.” This helps corroborate and confirm the DipMedDent
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degree listed next to his name in the article. She also reports that she thinks
he might be “working for a small business in Queensland.” This seems
useful, but in poking around further with this information I find nothing.

3. People Search Sites

Finding information about people online is big business and big money: $31
billion a year and growing.42 If you do a Google search for someone’s name,
you will quickly fall into the clutches of fee-based data brokers such as
Spokeo, PeekYou, Zaba, Intellius, and Pipl. These sites scrape the Web and
off-line sources for information and sell it for a subscription or fee. Much of
this information is available online for free, but you have to do the leg work
by popping into sex offender registries, court databases, social media sites,
mortgage registries, and so on.

The compilers are savvy marketers. They will give you a teaser or will
lead you on by promising that they have some hefty dirt on the person you
are investigating:

Click here to find a criminal record for Leslie Stebbins!

Eventually this leads to a page asking for your credit card information. If
you are short on time it can sometimes be worth paying, but many of these
companies have gotten into trouble because their information is frequently
inaccurate. They often make assumptions about data they have and link
people to incorrect record information. This can have devastating conse-
quences when someone’s name gets linked to a felon who has the same name
and lives in the same city.

The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) recently fined Spokeo $800,000
for selling personal information to employers and job recruiters. The collect-
ing of personal information is not illegal, but the use of this information can
violate the Fair Credit Reporting Act.43 Spokeo was called on the carpet
because they failed to verify how the information they were selling would be
used and failed to ensure its accuracy. They were also fined for posting fake
endorsements of their service on news sites.

A 2014 FTC report reveals how data brokers obtain and share information
without consumer knowledge, and calls for new laws and greater transparen-
cy.44 Data brokers collect information from on and off-line sources that
include social media activity, purchases, warranty registrations, sweepstakes
entries, voter registration lists, marriage and business licenses, birth records,
magazine subscriptions, bankruptcies, criminal records, apartment leases,
and mortgages. Using these services you can find out someone’s race, relig-
ion, socioeconomic status, political affiliations, and more.
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I am not willing to pony up the $39 fee for a data broker, and the initial
information some of them gave me was what I had already gleaned on my
own: that Dr. O. was quoted in many articles saying that 90 percent of the
research on open-plan offices showed a negative impact on workers. Wow.
Really.

4. The Exhaustive Search Engine Slog

To do an exhaustive Web search can sound a little insane, especially if you
are dealing with a Jose Martinez or David Smith. But if you can add one
more piece of information to your search, such as Albuquerque or psycholo-
gist, then it may be worth doing. Experiment with quotation marks to limit
your search as well:

Google: “Jose Martinez” psychologist
But if Jose uses a middle name or initial you are out of luck. Do a second
search with:
Google: Jose around(2) Martinez psychologist

This will retrieve the word “Jose” with no more than two words in between it
and “Martinez.” If that still retrieves too many you could do around(10) next
to the word psychologist as well to narrow the search.

For many of us it is a radical notion to move past the first page or two of
Google search results. The reality is that there can be valuable information
buried in search results. Some people even hire reputation companies who, if
they cannot get negative information removed, will at least attempt to bury it
by optimizing other newer pieces of information about the person.

For Dr. O. it means going through hundreds of pages of news articles and
blogs about him and his comments about open-plan offices. But, buried way
down at the end of the Google search results, hundreds of pages down, I find
two vital pieces of information:

1. A link between Dr. O’s name and a company name. The company is
described as “Australia’s first and leading online bullion store selling
Swiss gold bars and silver bullion” founded in 2013. Dr. O. is listed as
CEO in several-gold selling business directories.

2. A directory of gold sellers lists an address for Dr. O.’s company in
New York!

I search the address online and cross check it with a reverse directory
look-up and even “Google Earth” it to make sure the building exists. The
address and suite number where Dr. O.’s company is allegedly located is
connected to a lawyers’ office that has the same suite number. I do research
on the law office and find that they have received an “F” from the Better
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Business Bureau and are not officially recognized as a legitimate business.
Fraud reports and complaints were also listed against them. As I dig further
in I discover that Dr. O.’s office mates are in the “business” of creating shelf
corporations. Shelf corporations, similar to shell corporations, are companies
that are created on paper, but do not really exist except to have an “address”
in the form of a mailbox in an office building.

Things are looking dire. My plan to reach out to Dr. O. needs to be nixed.
I had found my answer many days and many research hours earlier: Dr. O.
had little expertise in fields related to office space and productivity and his
review article was too narrow to be useful to me. There was nothing wrong
with what Dr. O. had done. His article had been written for a university
publication to inform health service managers. He probably gave a few inter-
views to local news outlets and that became magnified across the Web. My
best guess is that he was a former staff member at QUT, a former dentist in
India, and now appeared to be selling gold bullion. I have just blown off an
entire week. Dr. O. may have struck gold. I have not.

GOING DEEP

I stand by the concept of starting research using the fine art of poking around
to get the size and shape of a topic, but getting sucked into a black hole for a
week is not recommended. Devise an exit strategy.

I still need a high-quality scholarly literature review—either to find one
or to compile one myself—or some combination of the two. I need a litera-
ture review that is not too narrowly focused, was systematically conducted,
and does not pull in an unrepresentative sample of studies to serve a particu-
lar agenda.45

Part of the problem has been that I was looking for a quick solution to a
challenging research question. It is likely that there is no “yes or no” answer
to the question about productivity and open-plan offices. It was a nuanced
subject. When I got on Google I had been swept up into the “open-plan
offices are Satan” type of thinking. Daniel Kahneham argues that we often
revert to “substituting an easier question,” as a way of avoiding doing the
work to answer a more challenging question. Substituting an easier question
is a type of fast thinking and needs to be countered by slow thinking: asking
specific questions and evaluating arguments based on evidence rather than
getting quickly swept up in the easy fix.46 I decide to slow down and go
deeper. I crack my knuckles, grit my teeth, and jump into the Deep Web.

The Deep Web is the best place to look for serious research, and I remain
hopeful that I can find a good literature review, because I had not yet
searched specifically for this when Dr. O.’s work fell into my lap. The Deep
Web is not as mysterious as it sounds, but it is hard to pin down because it
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contains many types of resources that need to be found using different tools.
The Deep Web is all the information on the Web that cannot be found by
using a regular search engine such as Google or Bing. The vast bulk of the
Deep Web includes scholarly articles and books that are behind paywalls or
hidden within databases that traditional search engines cannot access. Pages
buried several layers down in the site hierarchy are also part of the Deep
Web, because search engines tend to skim mostly the top and second-layer
pages, they do not go more than a few layers down unless a page has multiple
links to it from other websites.47

The Deep Web also includes some government information (billions of
pages), white papers, special archives, some blogs and wikis, many social
media sites, corporate intranets that are behind firewalls, and, of course,
pornography sites. Search engines also personalize search results and custo-
mize what they retrieve for each of us based on our past search interests, so
parts of the Web might be more buried for some of us than for others. Some
experts argue that because most people do not look through more than a few
pages of search results, results that are buried on page 900 are also part of the
Deep Web.48 Often smaller sites that do not have a lot of links to them get
buried, regardless of the quality of the information.

Content within the Deep Web is accessed through specialty, and some-
times proprietary, databases or vertical niche search tools. We use these all
the time without thinking about it. If we are looking for a vacation house we
might go to VRBO or Airbnb, if we want to buy a book we search Amazon,
and if we want to buy new shoes we might go directly to Zappos or Nike.
There is no single search engine for the Deep Web because it is not a single
entity. In fact, many of us should be glad that some things on the Deep Web
do not show up in our search results. Pornography sites, drug trade interac-
tions, sexual predator solicitations, as well as the IRS Tax Code, thankfully,
do not commonly surface in our search results.

COMMITTING TO THE WHOLE ENCHILADA

For my purposes, I wanted to access just the scholarly journal literature on
the Deep Web from business and psychology journals. If you have connec-
tions to a library, you can choose a database that covers the discipline you
think is most relevant to your subject. In my case I could search PsychInfo or
Business Source Premier. The other option is to use Google Scholar, which
indexes most scholarly journal articles and can be great for topics when you
are using specific search terms such as “open-plan offices.” Google Scholar
is less good for a topic such as “diabetes” if what you want to focus on is just
medical journals or just history journals.
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Doing an extensive review of the research on a topic is a little like getting
to know a potential partner really really well. It’s a process that unwraps
layer after layer of information. First you learn that, wow, they too like ping-
pong and birding! Later you learn that they had a difficult childhood, are
phobic about spiders, make a mean daiquiri, and have an abnormal fear of
babies. In reviewing the scholarship on open-plan offices I couldn’t just pick
out the articles I liked. I had to take it all. You can’t just accept the parts of
your new partner that you like—you have to commit to the whole enchilada.

Every researcher who is doing their job conducts a mini literature review
before starting their research. They need to know the current knowledge base
of the little corner of the world that they are investigating. They need to tie
their investigation to previous research so that they do not repeat the same
mistakes. They need to build on the work of others in the field. Every few
years a group of researchers will tackle a comprehensive review of the litera-
ture on a topic. This provides a service to researchers by analyzing all the
scholarship on a topic so others can push on further, by “standing on the
shoulders of giants.”49

Most researchers work within an invisible college: a small group of re-
searchers around the world that are investigating the same specific area.
Typically they know each other or at least know of each other, see each other
at conferences, and sit on boards and committees together. The invisible
college also contains the scholars from previous generations. In a sense,
scholarship is tapping into the wisdom of a crowd: The wisdom of a crowd of
experts.

At the same time, it is important to acknowledge that researchers are not
without an agenda. Everyone has an agenda. When researchers run a study,
the way they interpret their findings can be influenced by their own ideas
about a subject they are passionate about. That is why it is important to read
the study carefully to identify the authors’ conclusions and determine if the
evidence they present directly supports their conclusions. The good news is
that there is a correction mechanism in research. If someone publishes out-
landish findings and runs too far afield, their work either will be ignored (i.e.,
never cited) by others in the field, or they will be dealt with directly when
others try to repeat their studies and get different results.

Jacob Cohen, a psychologist at New York University, has pointed out
that:

A successful piece of research doesn’t conclusively settle an issue, it just
makes some theoretical proposition to some degree more likely. 50

Office design and productivity research had started around 1910. It was a
concrete body of knowledge and researchers working today in the field were
all connected to previous research in this area. They could all point to impor-
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tant “Aha” moments that had occurred over the course of many decades of
research. For example:

• A series of studies from 1924 to 1932 called the Hawthorne Experiments
essentially shut down the subfield of office design and productivity re-
search for more than two decades. There were numerous impacts from
these experiments, including the idea of the famous “Hawthorne Effect”
(workers behaving differently simply by virtue of knowing someone is
studying their behavior). For office design researchers the important take-
away of these experiments had been that they could find no direct proof of
a connection between the design of the work environment and worker
productivity. So they stopped looking for many years.

• In the 1980s an influential study now referred to as the “Coding War
Games” compared the work of more than 600 computer programmers at
ninety-two companies. The study found an enormous gap in productivity
between programmers working at some companies versus other compa-
nies. The programmers working at the highly productive companies per-
formed better not because of higher pay or greater experience, but because
they had more privacy, personal workspace, and freedom from interrup-
tion.51 The takeaway here was not that everyone should always have their
own private office, but that it was crucial to focus on people rather than
processes and products, and for this large group of programmers, having
fewer interruptions seemed to have a positive impact on their output.

Being the information extremist that I am, I return to Google Scholar and
its fancier library-owned counterpart, WOS. I access Google Scholar, use my
keywords and also try a few synonyms. I also click a small arrow to the right
of my search terms and a drop down menu provides a few options. I limit by
date and add the phrase “review of the literature.” This is not foolproof. It
will bring up false hits and also might eliminate good review articles that do
not use that exact phrase. Generally it will get me most of the articles I want
and I will pick up other important articles by snowballing through tracing
citations of the articles I find.
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Google Scholar advanced search for a literature review on open-plan offices and
productivity.

Doing an initial search on “open-plan offices” and “productivity” I re-
trieve over 2,000 articles, limiting by recent date and adding “review of the
literature” narrows it down to seventy. I eliminate many of the seventy be-
cause they are narrowly focused or have given me a false hit—turning up
articles on green design or office bullies. A few dozen look worth pursuing
and I select one that seems perfect by Dr. Matthew Davis and two other
researchers.52

I also go into WOS and run through similar searches. WOS has a number
of advantages over Google Scholar because it defines scholarship more nar-
rowly by using humans rather than spiders—bots that crawl websites and
index them for search engines—to determine what sources are included.
WOS also provides bells and whistles that allow me to analyze my search
results. I can ask questions such as “What authors have published the most on
this subject?” and “What journal articles have covered this topic the most
frequently?” I can also limit my search specifically to literature reviews. On
the other hand, Google Scholar is great for tracking down an obscure piece of
scholarship, a needle in a haystack, or for extremely comprehensive searches.
It is also free.

Combining Google Scholar and WOS I come up with a few dozen pos-
sibilities, with Dr. Davis again rising to the top of the pile. In a nutshell, here
is why I like Dr. Davis so much:
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1. Authority: Dr. Davis is on the faculty of Leeds University Business
School and his resume on the Leeds site pops up quickly. He has a
Ph.D. in Organizational Psychology, an MS in Occupational Psychol-
ogy, and his specialty is, get this, workplace design! He has won
dozens of honors, published dozens of related papers, and spoken at
dozens of relevant conferences. His two coauthors have similar cre-
dentials.

2. Relevance: The article is spot on. In addition to giving background on
research to date on open-plan offices, the review also serves to aid
managers in making decisions about workplace design and reviews
how open-plan offices are evolving to suit modern organizations. The
end of the article focuses on managing the process of change that
office design and optimization requires. A number of solid studies
have pointed to the fact that it is the process of changing from one
design to another that has a tremendous impact on morale and produc-
tivity, even more impact than the actual design of the office itself.
Involving the employees in the process of designing an office is a
crucial step in the process.

3. Context: His article is published in the International Review of Indus-
trial and Organizational Psychology. Unlike Dr. O.’s journal, Dr. Da-
vis’s journal is included in WOS because it is considered “scholarly,”
it is also refereed, but it does not have a Journal Impact Factor because
it is considered a serial book publication rather than a journal.

4. Length: The review article is forty pages and includes a review of 176
research studies.

5. Methodology: The authors have done a comprehensive job. They state
that they are seeking “a fresh approach” to the study of workplaces
and that the purpose of their review is to not only “collate and synthe-
size” all the research in this area, but also to review the ways open-
plan offices are evolving, the implications of that, and how best to
manage the process of design and identify how their field can contrib-
ute to decision making and current theory.

6. Timeliness: The article provides historical background, but then goes
on to analyze recent research. The article itself was published three
years ago.

7. Balance: Dr. Davis and his coauthors trace the history of research on
office design and draw attention to the early research that showed
improved team communications in open-plan designs. But as employ-
ers shifted to the open plan, many of them did so to reduce fixed
overhead costs, and employees found themselves increasingly work-
ing elbow to elbow in closer and closer quarters. Later studies exam-
ined the density and proximity of workers, and how the openness of
the design influenced worker effectiveness. Dr. Davis goes on to cover
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the research on benefits of open-plan offices, the risks, individual and
contextual factors that impact open-plan offices, research on balancing
the tradeoffs between closed and open-plan offices, and the recent
evolution of the open plan into more mixed-use spaces.

Dr. Davis’s conclusions, though challenging to summarize in a few sen-
tences, place the discussion within the context of research on organizational
change management and office design. He finds that “pull-based user-owned
change” in office design fares much better in terms of worker productivity
than when “experts” come in and design a system and “push” it onto the
workers. He then discusses ways to effectively involve workers in the design
of the workspace. He also points to new trends in office design, including
sustainable buildings, and the need for research in many of the new office
configurations that are springing up that combine private and public space.
He suggests that the focus has been on how the physical environment
changes the way people work, but what researchers need to look at is the
reverse: how can people craft their jobs to shape and change their environ-
ments to improve outcomes. Dr. Davis calls on organizations to be careful
about assuming that they will save money by placing workers much closer
together: in the short run possibly, but for knowledge workers this has been
shown to result in significantly lower productivity, and Dr. Davis cites doz-
ens of research articles that prove this.

PATIENCE AND PERSISTENCE

Because Dr. Davis’s article was three years old, the last item on my list is to
track the article forward in time. I embark on my own mini literature review
of any articles that came out in the last three years by searching Google
Scholar and WOS without the “review of the literature” limit in place, but
limiting the date range. I also use a link in Google Scholar and WOS to check
out who has cited Dr. Davis’s article after it was published.

I find more than fifty new articles, but only a few stand out. One builds on
Dr. Davis’s ideas about building work environments that are more responsive
to worker needs, another explains the current difficulty in actually measuring
productivity in a meaningful way when examining the output of knowledge
workers, and a third discusses younger workers liking the social aspects of
open-plan offices better, but being less productive in them.

With Dr. Davis’ article and the other three downloaded, I head to Maya’s
office to report back. While I am tempted to mention my adventures with Dr.
O., I decide that it would only make me appear unprofessional. I had gone
deep, and though the real depth had only taken two days of strategic research,
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I could chalk my previous week’s time sink up to experience gained and
curiosity abated.

The differences between what I found searching the Deep Web and the
shallow Google search results were dramatic. Why hadn’t the bloggers and
news sites that popped up in my initial Google searches—even Scientific
American, FastCompany, and the Times Higher Education Supplement—
picked up on Dr. Davis or another higher caliber article? Why had they
instead pounced on Dr. O.? Low-hanging fruit? Anthropologist Alex Bentley
has argued that the Web makes “academic research a popularity contest,”
because search engines prioritize information not based on scientific merit
but instead on what will appeal to large audiences.53 To increase readership,
blogs and newspapers often overdramatize their stories: Open-plan office
research is not nuanced and complex, it is “satanic.” Accuracy often takes a
back seat to entertainment. Just like high school, Dr. O. had won the popular-
ity contest that Dr. Davis had not even entered. Dr. Davis was an academic
interested in furthering research within his discipline, not getting “likes.”

The famous educator Howard Gardner wrote:

Truth is about statements, propositions. The proliferation of information on
the Internet makes it more difficult, initially, to determine truth. But with
patience and persistence, we have a better chance than ever before to deter-
mine whether a proposition is true, false, or indeterminate.54

With patience and persistence I had found Dr. Davis with the following
strategies:

1. Start at the Source

After my initial poking around I centered in on Google Scholar and WOS as
my two sources. Doing a dozen searches on each I was able to find a good
literature review from three years ago and also trace it forward to bring my
research up to date.

2. Pay Attention to the “Psychology of Search”

I had resisted the pitfalls of the psychology of search by not “satisficing,” and
by avoiding fast thinking. I had avoided false certainty by not settling for the
first piece of information I found. I followed Kahneman’s advice by thinking
slow, “doubting, hesitating, and qualifying.”55
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3. Expert, Amateur, Crowd?

I had chosen the expertise of researchers, but I had chosen a “crowd” of
researchers by selecting a comprehensive literature review providing me with
all the nuances of the subject I was investigating.

4. Context, Motivation, and Bias

I had looked carefully at the context and motivation of the sources and
authors I had dug up. By being skeptical of Dr. O. I had uncovered the
shortcomings of his research in connection to my needs. Instead I had chosen
a scholar who had conducted an extremely comprehensive review that was
relevant to my needs.

5. Comparison and Corroboration

I had compared many studies, as had Dr. Davis, to come up with verification
that the kinds of information I was passing on to my client reported on the
current state of the field.

6. Go Deep, or Not

I had gone deep, and then some.
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