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Introduction

Management ideas are largely concerned with the running of a company so that it operates smoothly and is successful. The ideas may be about overall strategy – how the company plans to get to where it wants to be. Some are about styles of management. Others look at organization – how the company structures itself and arranges its systems. There are ideas on how to compete, motivate people or improve quality, on leadership and even on ways of thinking.

Often, such ideas begin as practice inside innovative companies, but they are usually hammered into theories inside business schools. From there they go to the management and business consultants, who distribute them among the corporate population at large. Companies put the ideas to work and give feedback on any faults, the academics tweak the design and, if it’s a sound idea, the cycle continues.

All ideas have a value, which can be high, especially when they are shiny and new. But they also have a shelf life. An eye-catching idea becomes the hottest management must-have for a while and then sinks from view, as managers realize it didn’t really do what it said on the tin. Some are better than others and become part of the mainstream, adapted for new times. Other hot properties are overhyped and oversold, then fall from grace, though some of their essence survives as part of accepted thought. This continual cycle of new lamps for old is perpetuated partly by the academics and consultants, who need new product flow if they are to have a business at all, and partly by demand from managements, with their robust appetite for anything that promises to make their businesses better.

Management has never quite decided whether it’s an art or a science. Science promises certainty, which is an elusive quality in modern business, and managers would dearly love to have a little more of it. It’s that lack of product guarantee, in a world that insists on changing, that will keep new management ideas bubbling up, continually adding to the evolutionary diversity that I hope this book reveals.

Edward Russell-Walling




01Adhocracy

As organizational structures go, adhocracy is the direct opposite of bureaucracy – unstructured, decentralized and, at least in theory, responsive. In a bureaucracy, the structure is more important than the people. An adhocracy, on the other hand, is designed to bring out the best in them.

A bureaucracy is ‘a hierarchical administrative system designed to deal with large quantities of work in a routine manner, largely by adhering to a set of strict and impersonal rules’, according to the Oxford Dictionary of Business and Management. ‘It is characterized by its permanence and stability, its body of experience and precedent, and its absence of a reliance on individuals.’ Which more or less sums up what an adhocracy is not.

The idea first surfaced in the work of US leadership theorist Warren G Bennis. Writing about the company of the future in The Temporary Society (with Philip Slater in 1968), he predicted that it would rely on nimble and flexible project teams within a structure he called ‘adhocracy’. The Latin phrase ad hoc means ‘for this particular purpose only’, though today it also conveys a sense of improvization.

The idea of adhocracies received a more dramatic boost from Alvin Toffler in his 1970 bestseller Future Shock. In it, he saw them as ‘a new, free-form world of kinetic organizations’, predicting that firms would need flatter structures, faster information flows and disposable project teams in order to survive. Next it was Henry Mintzberg’s turn to seize on the term. In his 1979 book The Structuring of Organizations (among others), he identified four fundamental types. These were determined using a two-by-two matrix that plotted the nature of their work environment (simple or complex) against their pace of change (stable or dynamic). The resulting classifications were the machine bureaucracy, the professional bureaucracy, the entrepreneurial startup and the adhocracy. Mintzberg argues that each uses fundamentally different mechanisms to coordinate its activities, adding that power resides among different groups within each type.


Adhocracy is organized chaos.

Alvin Toffler, 1970



The machine bureaucracy

This has highly specialized but routine operating tasks, formal procedures, lots of self-generated rules and regulations, formalized communication, large operating units and relatively centralized decision-making. It also has a lot of what Mintzberg calls ‘technostructure’ – platoons of managers, planners and accountants. The coordination mechanism is the standardization of procedures and outputs – and that is the responsibility of the technocrats. So they wield considerable power. Think General Motors.

The most influential people in a professional bureaucracy are the highly trained professionals at its operating core. They work relatively independently. Like the machine bureaucracy, they are rule-bound, but whereas the former sets its own rules, the professionals’ standards – the coordination mechanism – come from an outside body. Think hospitals or a large accounting firm.

The entrepreneurial startup

The next classification, the entrepreneurial startup, is low on technostructure but high in centralized power, invariably in the hands of the founder or chief executive. So the coordination mechanism takes the form of direct supervision and control, and the boss and senior managers wield most influence. This type of organization tends to be flexible and informal, inspiring loyalty while not doing much in the way of planning. Most firms pass through this stage in their early years.

The adhocracy has nothing in common with the machine bureaucracy. Instead, it shares the informality of the startup with the devolved responsibility of the professional bureaucracy, though often to a greater extent than either. As Bennis suggested, their specialists have considerable autonomy and are deployed in small, market-based project teams. Since innovation and creativity are central to the business, the level of standardization and rule-making is low. Coordination depends on the mutual adjustment of ad hoc teams, so no particular unit is disproportionately powerful. Much of the latter-day IT industry is organized on adhocratic lines, as are advertising agencies and new media companies.


As the monolithic ‘palace’ structures of corporations give way, we are being thrust into a world of tents.

Charles Handy, 1999




In clover




Management theory and innovation has always been dominated by Americans, because the US has the largest concentration of business in the world, and therefore the largest market for it. But the UK has made the occasional sparkling contribution, not least from Charles Handy, a former Shell executive and London Business School professor. One of Handy’s many thought-provoking ideas has been the ‘shamrock organization’.

Expounded in The Age of Unreason (1989), the shamrock is a post-adhocratic structure that reflects the growing flexibility and fragmentation of many modern organizations. The people within one of Handy’s shamrock organizations are grouped into three separate leaves.

First, there is the core workforce of full-time professional managers and administrators, well-paid, hard-working, small in number. Then there is the contractual fringe. These are skilled contractors, hired as and when the company needs them, without paying their overheads. They are paid a fee to produce a specified result, though their methods may be beyond the company’s control. Finally, there is the flexible labour force of part-timers and temporary staff. The company prefers to have these lower-paid workers carrying out supporting tasks rather than its expensive core workers.



The adhocracy

Mintzberg distinguished between two kinds of adhocracy. The operating adhocracy innovates and solves problems for its clients – like the aforementioned software houses and ad agencies. The administrative adhocracy has the same project team structure but operates to serve itself – Mintzberg offers NASA (the National Aeronautics and Space Administration as an example. In an administrative adhocracy, low-level operations may be automated or contracted out.

Adhocracy is alive and well. Robert Waterman, co-author of In Search of Excellence, published another book simply called Adhocracy in 1990. He defined adhocracy as ‘any form of organization that cuts across normal bureaucratic lines to capture opportunities, solve problems and get results’. And he argued that, in an age of accelerating change, organizations such as these, with their ability to adapt and adjust, were the most likely to succeed.


The adhocracy shows the least reverence for the classical principles of management.

Henry Mintzberg, 1979



the condensed idea

The opposite of bureaucracy




02Balanced scorecard

If management were a sports team, strategy would be the hero calling the plays who gets all the column inches. But strategy means nothing if it’s not carried out successfully. So performance measurement and management, humble team players, are just as important in getting points on the board. Since the early 1990s, a favoured tool for keeping a grip on implementation has been the balanced scorecard.

The balanced scorecard (BSC) has been through various stages of evolution since then, but it was first articulated in a 1992 Harvard Business Review article by Robert S. Kaplan and David Norton. BSC takes an organization’s strategy, separates it into quantifiable goals and then measures whether the goals are being achieved. It starts with vision – mission statement, perhaps – and breaks that down into strategies, then tactical activities and concludes with metrics. It’s the structure of the metrics – the measuring activities – that is ‘balanced’.

Kaplan later wrote a book called The Balanced Scorecard: You Can’t Drive a Car Solely Relying on a Rearview Mirror, which says it all in a nutshell. The two academics didn’t deny the need for financial statistics as an aid to navigation and to keep the shareholders calm, but insisted that other perspectives were necessary. They added another three, giving them four in total.

The financial perspective

‘How do we look to shareholders?’ Few companies suffer from a shortage of financial information. The organization’s financial performance is fundamental to its survival and to satisfying its shareholders. So accurate data such as return on capital employed, unit costs, cash flow, market share and profit growth remain very important bearings on the company’s progress. Kaplan and Norton had little criticism of this aspect of measurement other than to suggest that there was sometimes too much of it. They emphasized, however, that financial data is, by definition, historical. It tells us what has happened to the organization. It may not be as effective as telling us what is happening to the organization right now. And, as they say in financial advertising, past performance is no guarantee of future success.

The customer perspective

‘How do we look to customers?’ Kaplan and Norton were writing at a time when companies were growing more aware of a need to see things from the customer’s point of view, and acknowledging the truth that it costs a lot more to find a new customer than to keep an existing one. ‘Customer satisfaction’ was developing into a mantra and ‘customer relationship management’ was about to become the next fashionable management idea – and concern for the customer has certainly not decreased since then. To view the business from this perspective, the company must gauge how satisfied customers are with the products and service they receive. Measurement here includes customer satisfaction, customer retention rates, response rates and reputation.

The business process perspective

‘How effective are we internally?’ This is an inward-looking, internal perspective, measuring the performance of all those key processes that drive the business. For many companies, particularly those in manufacturing, this was more familiar ground, the realm of people holding stopwatches and clipboards. The measures themselves would depend on the nature of the business but might include manufacturing excellence and quality, time to get new products to market and inventory management. Some frame the question that this perspective seeks to answer: ‘What must we excel at?’

The learning and growth perspective

‘How can we change and improve?’ Answers to this question give a measure of potential future performance, focusing on the need to invest in the development of the organization’s people. ‘Learning’ encompasses more than merely ‘training’, though it includes that too. Hours spent on training and the number of employee suggestions might be among the measures sought. But Kaplan and Norton also promote the idea of mentors and tutors within the firm, as well as a relaxed style of communication between employees that allows them to get help with problems when needed. Some include innovation in this perspective, adding measures such as research and development as a proportion of sales, for example, or the percentage of sales from new products.


The balanced scorecard describes the theory of your strategy. You believe that, if you do A, B will happen. So you now have to start monitoring the strategy through your feedback systems . . . testing the hypothesis. You should always ask the question, if I am doing A, is B happening?

David Norton, 2001




Kaplan and Norton




The balanced scorecard is one of the most popular management ideas of recent times. One consulting firm recently estimated that at least 40% of the Fortune 1000 companies were using the methodology. Its authors, Robert S. Kaplan and David Norton, have published a number of books and established a prosperous consultancy business that helps companies to implement their ideas. Kaplan is a professor at Harvard Business School, where he has taught since 1984, and was featured in the Financial Times list of Top 25 Business Thinkers in 2005. Norton is the professional consultant of the partnership and runs BSCol, the company they founded together. In The Strategy-Focused Organization, which appeared in 2001, they upgraded the balanced scorecard into a ‘strategic management system’, introducing their so-called ‘strategy map’. A one-page diagram incorporating the four BSC perspectives, Kaplan says the map is ‘a model of how an organization creates value’.




Once you describe it, you can manage it.

David Norton, 2001



Put the data from these four different points of view together and the results do what it says on the packet – they give a ‘balanced’ view of the organization, rather than an overwhelmingly financial one. The link between measurement and strategy comes in the choice of what gets measured – the metrics. But BSC doesn’t stop at measurement. The point of measurement is to allow managers to see the organization more clearly, and to manage more effectively – to take better decisions – based on that information.


Financial systems are always snapshots: they can’t describe a time-based logic of cause and effect. They can’t integrate different kinds of assets into what I would call a strategic recipe.

David Norton, 2001



So Kaplan and Norton, who have built a profitable business out of helping companies to implement BSC, maintain that it is a management as well as a measurement system. They say you can’t improve what you can’t measure. Feedback from the scorecard is used to adapt the implementation of strategy or, if necessary, strategy itself.

Today, BSC is still widely used among large companies and has gained a following among public sector and non-profit organizations. Some users note that, carried out properly, BSC can be a catalyst for change. They point out that the performance measurement is not an end in itself. As Goodhart’s law suggests, measures should not become targets. Instead, they should serve as aids to analysis. They don’t have to be accurate, but people must have confidence in them as reliable indicators of what is actually going on.

the condensed idea

An all-round view of the business
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