Notes to The Management Myth (Matthew Stewart) (pp 1-60)

 Management consulting is more philosophy than a technical discipline. 

Driven by the tension between democratic ideals and the hierarchical structure of the profit-maximizing business world, management consulting provides a service of obscurantism. It obscures the moral and political character of the relations between labor and capital, turning them into quantifiable mumbo jumbo that pretends to be scientific.

Spreadsheet math using formulaic analyses produce what Stewart calls the 80-20 principle – the notion that 80 percent of a businesses profits are accounted for by 20 percent of its customers. Once the management team is hooked by the initial canned presentation the consulting firm proceeds to understand the business from the perspective of those who work in it. 

Frederick Winslow Taylor, the so-called father of scientific management, undertook his time and motion studies at the Bethlehem Steel Co. in Pennsylvania. He was arguably the first “consulting engineer for management”. The goal was to make management subject to rigorous analysis in order to render the process of production more efficient. The guiding rule was “if you can’t measure it, you can’t manage it”. Stopwatches, data collection, and maddeningly careful instructions on every detail of work were Taylor’s patented methods. The assumption was that people who actually undertook the work were never the ones who were capable of directing the work. Taylorism described the workplace as a brutally tiered system in which mental and manual work were firmly separated and undertaken by different people. Assuming the worker actually knew how to do the work most efficiently, the trick was to get that information from him or her, document it and then hand it back to the worker in careful step-by-step instructions. 

This view of the workplace was shared by Henry Ford who famously said “Why is it that when I ask for a pair of hands, a brain comes attached?” 

Stewart does claim that stopwatches and quantitative data are “potentially useful” but they are only part of the means by which business gets things done through people. 

The attempt to make a general science out of management has produced a fetishism of efficiency (there are other goals such as quality), a fascination with the single metric (maximizing shareholder value, for example), the obsession with hard data (speaking the language of a foreign-born worker might succeed better than precisely timing every motion of the worker) and the misguided assumption that workers and managers constitute separate classes (think of the Japanese workplace where workers are encouraged to make independent decisions). 

Scientific management isn’t a science but like management consulting, it’s a business. Making it seem scientific is one of its selling points. 

Stewart argues that Taylorism supported the oppressive character of the workplace (Marx called it “the exploitation of workers” and claimed it was inherent in the capitalist system), driving workers to greater effort without regard to their well being. It was also an affront to capital in that it ignored profitability, over-emphasized control and was hostile to competition (the turmoil of the market economy – apparently preferring greater monopoly control of industry). Stewart contends that Taylor had a “personal aversion to capitalism” supporting instead a kind of technocratic authoritarian business model in which management engineers ruled. 

