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The Mythical Manager

Experience alone without theory teaches managers nothing about what to do to improve quality or competitive position nor how to do it.

- W. Edwards Deming, Out of the Crisis (19)

When attempting to teach managers what to do to improve quality and competitive position, one runs into entrenched ideas on what management is, what to do to achieve results, what is “success.” Chris Turner calls these entrenched-yet-baseless management practices “all hat and no cattle”(4). 

Of these practices, the most dangerous deal with performance, measurement, and reward. Managers have no notion of the limitations of measurement techniques, nor do they understand the element of random chance in individual performance. They operate from a belief that there is “no such thing as luck:” the person with the best numbers must have worked the hardest. They foster competition as a way to increase individual performance with no thought to its deleterious effects on organizational performance. Perhaps most tellingly they totally ignore the role of the system in individual and organizational performance – the way in which what an individual is able to accomplish is almost completely determined by the system in which she finds herself. As a result, on a yearly, monthly, or weekly basis they pick one person who falls within the range of expected performance predicted by probability and systems theory and single that person out for recognition, ignoring both the system that creates the range of expected performance and the outliers who are truly good or truly bad and merit actual management attention. They reward the wrong people for the wrong behaviors.

What makes these notions of competition, measurement, and advancement so difficult to unseat is that they come not only from “experience” but also from American cultural myths that are glorified, if not created, in popular American media including literature and film. Horatio Alger wrote a stack of books taller than himself (Meyer viii) asserting that hard work and initiative were always rewarded. Even David Mamet in Glengary Glenn Ross, while trying to dismantle piece by piece the world view of Alger, presents a clear, compelling, and somewhat glorified picture of competition, measurement, and success as defined by American management. Mamet seems to be cautioning us not to take this view to the extreme he experienced when working in the Chicago real estate market lest we suffer the serious consequences seen in the fictitious real estate office. He does not offer an alternative theory, another way to think about how we measure ourselves and one another. Even Mamet cannot escape the pervasive American view of success. 

Interdependence

Steven Covey speaks of the “Maturity Continuum” (48). According to this model, people progress from a state of dependence (babies who require all their nourishment, protection, and sometimes even oxygen supply from a caregiver are the extreme of this state) to independence (teenage rebellion is a necessary stage to break free from dependence) to interdependence (taking shared responsibility for one another’s success). “Interdependence is the paradigm of we – we can do it; we can cooperate; we can combine our talents and abilities and create something greater together” (Covey 49). 

Organizations are founded on the concept of interdependence. “Organization is a means of multiplying the strength of an individual” (Drucker 12). “If any one idea about leadership has inspired organizations for thousands of years, it’s the capacity to hold a shared picture of the future we seek to create” (Senge 9). “Organization is the specific instrument to make human strengths redound to performance while human weakness is neutralized and largely rendered harmless” (Drucker 75). As Judith Katz puts it, there are pairs of competencies that do not exist well together. Organizations exist to bring together people with different competencies to increase their effectiveness. If there is any one competency that everyone in the organization is required to have, there will be other competencies that the organization needs which will not exist in the organization. “The effective work [of an organization] is done in and by teams of people of diverse knowledges and skills” (Drucker 66). Deming adds, “There is no substitute for teamwork and good leaders of teams to bring consistency of effort” (19). Covey says,

[I]ndependence is much more mature than dependence. Independence is a major achievement in and of itself. But independence is not supreme.

Nevertheless, the current social paradigm enthrones independence. It is the avowed goal of many individuals and social movements. Most of the self-improvement material puts independence on a pedestal, as though communication, teamwork, and cooperation were lesser values.

But much of our current emphasis on independence is a reaction to dependence – to having others control us, define us, use us, and manipulate us.

The little understood concept of interdependence appears to many to smack of dependence (50).

We see traces of the independent spirit in Ragged Dick, in spite of the ample evidence of the interdependent nature of life. The facts show that Dick cannot get anywhere without the help of others: the gift of the clothes and start money from Frank and his uncle (24, 79), the entré into Sunday School society from Mr. Greyson (102), and the first job from Mr. Rockwell (181). The symbiotic relationship of Dick and Fosdick (105) is a perfect example of interdependence. And yet our narrator (one assumes that the narrator is Alger himself) makes much of Dick’s earning his own way and being ready to take advantage of the opportunities Fortune puts in his path. Dick has “many regular patrons, who had been drawn to him by his wit and quick humor” (136). “Nature had gifted him with many charms” (146). “Dick was beginning to reap the advantage of his self denial and judicious economy” (163). Even Mr. Whitney reinforces the message that it is the merit and hard work of the individual that determines their lot, telling his own story of success through study and hard work and alleging that it can happen for anyone (76-77). While telling a story of interdependence, Alger narrates a story of independence. While it is generally considered better writing to show us than to tell us, in Alger’s case the constant retelling of the message of independent success drives out our recognition of what he shows us about the need for cooperative success. Alex Pitofsky writes, “Alger . . . focuses on a young man who transforms ambition, work, and luck into material success” (276), further stating, “Numerous critics have interpreted Alger’s novels as an apotheosis of individualism” (277). If critics have done that, how much more likely is the general reading public to see them that way. “Alger’s fiction celebrates . . . the American business culture in general, which Alger invariably depicts as a meritocracy” (Pitofsky 279). Alger can be forgiven for trying to help his audience move from an existence of dependence as homeless beggar children into life as independent adults. Less forgivable are the actions of those who followed and changed the message from “rags to respectability” into “rags to riches.”

Thus, over a period of approximately 20 years, interpreters of Alger’s fiction formulated “the Alger myth” by transforming the author’s relatively modest and realistic vision of lower middle-class respectability into an economic fantasy in which the American business culture offers ordinary citizens unlimited opportunities to acquire unlimited material success (Pitofsky 280).

In so doing, they helped to halt the growth of the American business and economic ideal in the middle-level state of independence instead of encouraging further growth to interdependence.

David Mamet in Glengarry Glen Ross shows the importance of interdependence when Roma and Levene work together to try and get Lingk not to pull the contract (78-95) and when Williamson, by not cooperating, blows the con (95). But Mamet also tells the story of independence. His characters go for independence even while reaping the benefits of interdependence. Roma crows, “I GET HIS ACTION. My stuff is mine, whatever he gets for himself, I’m taking half . . . My stuff is mine, his stuff is ours” (107). Greenbaum describes the play as “a desperate struggle for these men [the four real estate salesmen] to retain not simply their sales positions, but their sense of masculine identity” (34). According to Roudane, Mamet contends that:

The national culture is founded very much on the idea to strive and succeed. Instead of rising with the masses one should rise from the masses. Your extremity is my opportunity. That’s what forms the basis of our economic life, and this is what forms the rest of our lives. That American myth. The idea of something out of nothing (qtd. in Greenbaum 34).

Performance Appraisals

While we have shown that organizations are founded on the strengths of interdependence, most organizations do not effectively seek interdependence, and the biggest block is the measurement and reward of individual performance. You cannot expect teamwork when what you reward is rugged individualism: measuring and rewarding independent accomplishment drives out interdependence. 

The primary mechanism of putting independence over interdependence in an organization is the performance rating. The practice of performance measurement is almost universally accepted as mandatory by personnel departments in the public, private, and not-for-profit sectors. “Almost every large organization has an appraisal procedure” (Drucker 83). Yet the practice is widely criticized and often flatly rejected by the leading management theorists. Drucker says “one cannot appraise potential for any length of time ahead or for anything very different from what a man is already doing” (85). “For a superior to focus on weakness, as our appraisal process requires him to do, destroys the integrity of his relationship with his subordinates” (Drucker 85 supra). 

Deming says, “Evaluation of performance explains, I believe, why it is difficult for staff areas to work together for the good of the company. They work instead as prima donnas, to the defeat of the company” (107). He lists as the third of his seven deadly diseases: “Evaluation of performance, merit rating, or annual review” (98). He says that management by objectives would be better termed “management by fear”(102).

It nourishes short-term performance, annihilates long-term planning, builds fear, demolishes teamwork, nourishes rivalry and politics.

It leaves people bitter, rushed, bruised, battered, desolate, despondent, dejected, feeling inferior, some even depressed, unfit for work for weeks after receipt of rating, unable to comprehend why they are inferior. It is unfair, as it ascribes to people in a group differences that may be caused totally by the system that they work in . . . The idea of a merit rating is alluring. The sound of the words captivates the imagination: pay for what you get; get what you pay for; motivate people to do their best, for their own good.

The effect is exactly the opposite of what the words promise. Everyone propels himself forward, or tries to, for his own good on his own life preserver. The organization is the loser . . .  a merit rating is meaningless as a predictor of performance, except for someone who lies outside the limits of differences attributable to the system that people work in (102-3).

To illustrate his last point, Deming devised the red bead experiment (110-11). Blindfolded participants draw 50 beads from a bag of mixed red and white beads, 20% of which are red. The objective is to draw as many white beads as possible. The “customer” can’t use red beads. The participants are rated down based on the number of red beads they draw. Deming says, “It would be difficult to construct physical circumstances so nearly equal for six people, yet to the eye, the people vary greatly in performance” (111). Looking at the results of one running of this experiment as reported, we see the number of red beads drawn varies from 4 to 15.

In the red bead experiment, it is obvious to anyone that variation is random, not a measure of performance. All variation is due to the system. Deming backs up this intuitive understanding with the calculations that determine the upper and lower control limits of the system. In fact, variability built into the system would allow results anywhere between 1 and 16 red beads produced. Any result that falls within these limits is totally due to the system and cannot be used as a predictor of future performance. Giving a raise the to the person who drew 4 red beads and firing the person who drew 15 will do nothing to improve performance on the next production run.

The principle of the red bead experiment cannot be generalized to the product floor, the sales room, or the cubicle farm without statistics. For the red bead experiment, conditions are artificially created to make it intuitively obvious that all the variation is random. For other systems, you have to do the calculations to find out who falls within the random nature of the system and who has actually superior or inferior performance. Deming is paraphrasing Lloyd Nelson, Director of Statistical Methods for the Nashua Corporation, when he says, “The central problem in management, leadership, and production . . . is failure to understand the nature and interpretation of variation” (309).

This is where the mythmakers of film let us down. Instead of creating a mythology around the need for statistical understanding, Hollywood is almost as afraid of science and math as it is of sex and nudity. Yet Hollywood is a business. The entertainment industry should understand these basic business principles as well as any other industry. By measuring the wrong things, by managing to numbers that lie because of  “failure to understand the nature and interpretation of variation,” Hollywood creates a preponderance of big-budget cookie-cutter movies. They manage to a formula, never recognizing that the blockbuster successes are not due to the application of the formula but to the flashes of brilliance that emerge in spite of the formula.

The nature and interpretation of variation are not that hard to grasp. According to a wall at the Museum of Science in Boston, Blaise Pascal said, “Probability is common sense confirmed by calculation.” It is not the common sense we’re afraid of, it’s the calculation. Probability is the study of the simple question, “What are the chances that . . .?” What are the odds?
 Probability is the process of taking an intuitive understanding of chance and using mathematics to check it out. We take a common sense notion that a 6 or 7 are more likely to occur on the roll of 2 dice than a 2 or a 12, and confirm that by counting outcomes and calculating percentages. However, most of us are scared away by the thought of common sense needing to be confirmed. We don’t even want to understand the phrase “counting outcomes.” “One of the weaknesses of . . . people today . . . is that they are satisfied to be versed in one narrow specialty and affect a contempt for the other areas” (Drucker 20). We don’t want to think that we need to understand statistics to understand our job.

More than that, we have an inherent mistrust of statistics. Statistics are numbers. You can lie with numbers. There are liars, damn liars, and statisticians. The defense against the dark arts of statisticians is statistical inference. Statistical inference is a branch of probability that deals with the question “What are the chances that the numbers are lying?” But in the shorthand that comes to all professions, practitioners of statistical inference call their craft “statistics,” thereby taking on the pejorative connotations of How to Lie with Statistics (Huff and Geiss). We tend to conflate “statistical inference” with “statistics.” And just as interdependence, the cure for the ills both of dependence and of rampant independence, is branded by conflation with dependence, statistical inference, which is the cure for lying statistics, is rejected because it is conflated with statistics. The cure is thrown out with the disease.

This occurs because we have been taught it is okay. “It is popular today to believe that our society is divided into ‘scientists’ and ‘laymen’ . . . But if society was ever divided that way, it was a hundred years ago.” (Drucker 61). We are all scientists in our own fields, and all need to understand the impacts of other technical fields on our own endeavors. However, we are not told this by our mythmakers. We are told by the popular media that it is impossible, unnecessary, and uncool to try to understand “technical crap.” From Dianne Chambers and Frazer Crane to Maude intelligence is conflated in the popular media with the snobbish reciting of esoteric details from the classics or the spouting of arcane theories from the sciences. No one wants to go there.

Mamet’s characters recognize that it’s not merit so much as luck that determines who succeeds. Moss says, “. . . and the guy who got there first, he made up those . . . He made ​up those rules, and we’re working for him” (35). Success depends on grabbing the means of production before someone else does. If you don’t grab first, performance depends on what you are given by others. Levene complains to Williamson, “I need the leads” (18). However, they are powerless to break down the system because they don’t see the reliance on random variation: on luck. Roma senses that there is an element of luck. “I’ve been on a hot streak. So what?” (105). Levene tells Williamson, “April, September 1981. It’s me” (17). What about the other months of 1981? Levene doesn’t even see that his performance relative to others is not a constant but a variable thing, depending on the vagaries of the system. If the sales numbers were about effort and ability, Levene the Machine would have led the sales charts every month. 

Measuring individual performance drives out all sense of cooperation. “Good performance on a team helps the company but leads to less tangible results to count for the individual. The problem on a team is: who did what?” (Deming 107). Focus on the numbers drives out everything else. When Levene is busted for the break-in right under his nose, all Roma can think about are his commissions. He’s not even aware that the case has been solved.

Aaronow: Did they find the guy who broke into the office yet?

Roma: No. I don’t know. (Pause.)
Aaronow: Did the leads come in yet?

Roma: No.

Aaronow (Settling into a desk chair): Oh, God, I hate this job.

Roma (Simultaneous with “job,” exiting office): I’ll be at the restaurant (108).

Why We Can’t Change the Myth

There are several reasons why the myth can’t be changed. First, as a culture we are hung up on rugged individualism. Our heroes are still Davey Crockett, Jim Bowie, and Daniel Boone, the loner frontiersmen. Yet Daniel Boone’s greatest achievement was leading a team of over 200 men in clearing the trail over the Cumberland Gap, and Davey Crockett and Jim Bowie are best remembered for a valiant and bloody team effort with over 200 Texians and Tejanos in defense of the Alamo. Most of our spectator sports are won by teams that know how to play as a team, yet most of the credit is given to individual stars, and recruiting for colleges and drafting for the pros is based on individual performance statistics, not on demonstrated ability to contribute to a team effort.

Societies go through the same maturity cycle as individuals. The American revolution was about declaring our independence: escaping from dependence on the British Empire and the British Government. Our most treasured document is the Declaration of Independence. We are still in the independence phase as a society – some might say we are stuck there for good. We are not ready as a people to move into a cultural myth of interdependence. 

The second reason is that the new myth isn’t sexy. It has no market appeal. You can’t make a really successful movie about an organization where everything runs smoothly because the seven deadly diseases have been wiped out. You can’t write a book about an idyllic utopia and become part of the canon of literature. Charlotte Gilman tried with Herland. While a wonderful book, it does not excite the reader. The only real action comes from the original “arrest,” the recapture after the escape attempt, and the attempted rape, and these are not what the book is about but are set in contrast to the theme of the book. It seems in order to sell any copies at all, Herland has to be released in a thrift edition.

This is why Mamet shows the action of what happens when we take individual measurement to the extreme. That is exciting. That gets us on the edge of our seats. That gives us a chance to cluck our tongues about how bad things can be without making us face the hard work of changing the myth, of coming up with a whole new paradigm, a whole new way of defining success for ourselves. 

Thirdly, there is no will to change the myth. Those in charge of the myth of individual performance are those who succeeded under the system of individual measurement. It is so engrained in our psyche that attempts to reward teams or to tie compensation to organizational achievement are seen as unfair, when understanding of variation shows clearly that it is in fact the status quo that is unfair. People define themselves not only by their job but also by their individual success in their job. “[S]ince work is bound to masculinity, by failing to perform, or ‘close’ a deal, questioning a character’s masculinity is fair game” (Greenbaum 36). Levene, even when reciting the inconsistency of his lead in sales numbers quoted above (Mamet 17), does not see his inability to lead every month as evidence of variation but uses the two months when he did lead as evidence of his ability as an individual salesman. 

The prevalent cultural beliefs that give rise to the “all hat and no cattle” form of management can be seen clearly in The Secret of My Succe$s. While Brantley gets caught up in a sleep-your-way-to-the-top tangle with the CEOs wife and a charade of posing as an executive while working in the mailroom, the underlying message is that the application of B-school techniques, tenacious data mining in the company’s books (which others have somehow failed to do), and an Algeresque work ethic are the real secrets to his success. He overcomes the system he finds himself in, does everything the all-hat-and-no-cattle crowd believes are keys to success, and exploits the organization to get locally good results that reflect on himself rather than helping the organization improve overall management practices. This is about as likely to happen as a frontier gunslinger shooting a hole through a silver dollar tossed in the air – and about as beneficial to the company, the economy, and the creative unconscious.

Works Cited

Alger, Horatio, Jr. Ragged Dick, or Street Life in New York with the Boot Blacks. 1868. New York: Signet Classics-Penguin, 2005.

Champy, James. Reengineering Management: The Mandate for New Leadership. New York: Harper Business, 1995.
Covey, Steven. The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People: Restoring the Character Ethic. 1989. New York: Fireside/Simon & Schuster, 1990.

Deming, W. Edwards. Out of the Crisis. 1982. Cambridge, MA: MIT, 1986

Drucker, Peter. The Effective Executive. 1966. New York: Harper Business, 1993.

Gilman, Charlotte. Herland. 1915. Mineola, New York: Dover, 1998.

Greenbaum, Andrea. “Brass Balls: Masculine Communication and the Discourse of Capitalism in David Mamet’s Glengarry Glen Ross.” The Journal of Men’s Studies 8: (1999) 33-43.

Hammer, Michael, and James Champy. Reengineering the Corporation: A Manifesto for Business Revolution. New York: Harper Business, 1993.

Huff, Darrell, and Irving Geiss. How to Lie with Statistics. 1954. New York: Norton, 1993.

Katz, Judith. Lecture. Workshop on Dealing with Covert Processes. NTL Institute for Applied Behavioral Sciences, Bethel, Maine. Jul. 12-18, 1993.

Mamet, David. Glengarry Glen Ross. New York: Grove Press, 1982.

Meyer, Michael. Introduction. Alger vii-xviii.

Pitofsky, Alex. “Dreiser’s The Financier and the Horatio Alger Myth.” Twentieth Century Literature 44: (1998) 276-90.

Senge, Peter. The Fifth Discipline: The Art & Practice of The Learning Organization. New York: Doubleday Currency, 1990.

� Greenbaum is quoting Roudan, M.C. “Public Issues, Private Tension: David Mamet’s Glengarry Glen Ross.” The South Carolina Review 19: (1986) 35-47.


� While in the U.S. we tend to represent probability as a percentage, in the U.K. it is represented as odds. “The odds are three to two for rain today.” “The odds are 400 to 1 against a major earthquake in the next decade.” “There are four-to-one odds against drawing a read bead.” This tends to keep the simple question, “What are the chances?” in front of both the student of probability and the general public reading accounts of probabilistic research.





