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M a n a g e m e n t  by  G ropin g  A lo n g  133

in v e n ted  w i th  [D epu ty  Associate C om m iss ioner]  J e a n  Bellow 's  help ,  the  
w o rd  ACT. In o th e r  w ords ,  I w a s  c o m in g  u p  w i th  th e  first ACTion p lan  
for e r ro r  red u c t io n ,  a n d  w e  c a m e  u p  w i th  A C T."  T hen ,  in 1986, Pillsbury 
" s ta r te d  th in k in g  a b o u t  th e  fact th a t  o u r  m iss ion  h a d  to  change ,  a n d  th a t  
w e  d id n ' t  h av e  a n y  w a y  o f  say ing  it. A nd  I tried a n u m b e r  o f  th in g s ."  
(Pillsbury no ted  th a t  "I  keep  say ing  '1,' b u t  it w as  th ro u g h  g ro u p  discus- 
sions a n d  th in k in g ." )  T he  d e p a r tm e n t  b e g a n  to  e x p e r im e n t  w i th  case 
m a n a g e m e n t— a n d  to tra in  th e  l ine  w o rk e rs  in  case m a n a g e m e n t— b u t 
it did  n o t  h av e  a succ inc t  w a y  to  su m m a r iz e  the  n e w  m ission ; " w e  w ere  
really s trugg ling ,"  a d m it te d  Pillsbury. T hen ,  J o h n  O 'Sull ivan , d irec to r  o f  
tra in ing ,  a n d  his staff c a m e  u p  w i th  " t h e  case m a n a g e m e n t  a r ro w  and  
o u t  o f  p o v e r ty ."  Still, c o n t in u e d  Pillsbury, "H e  h a d n ' t  go tten  it d o w n  to 
it's a ' r o u te  o u t  o f  po v e r ty . '  A n d  I c a m e  u p  w i th  so m e th in g  th a t  d id n ' t  
fly. It w as  II20 :  Hope, Help, a n d  O p p o r tu n i ty — H20 .  T ha t  d id n ' t  fly. So 
w e  ju s t  k ep t  w o rk in g  a t  it u n t i l— a lm o s t  g ro u p  th in k — w e  d iscovered 
the  w o rd s  ' r o u te  o u t  o f  p o v e r ty . '"

"G ro p in g  a lo n g "  accu ra te ly  describes the  process by w h ic h  an y  o rgani-  
za t io n  creates  th e  sen tences ,  phrases ,  a n d  w o rd s  it uses to  describe its 
p u rposes .  Conversely ,  this m a n a g e r ia l  search  for w o rd s  p rov ides a useful 
m e ta p h o r  for describ ing  th e  process  o f  m a n a g e m e n t :  " M a n a g e m e n t  by

An effective m a n a g e r  has  an  exce l len t  sense  o f  his o r  h e r  objectives b u t  
lacks a precisc idea a b o u t  h o w  to  realize them . N evertheless ,  the  m a n a g e r  
d o es  possess so m e  ideas— so m e  d e d u c ed  from  theory ,  so m e ad ap te d  from  
pas t  expe r iences ,  so m e  c o m in g  strictly from  h u n c h e s — ab o u t  h o w  to 
ach ie v e  these  objectives. U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  n e i th e r  th e  genera l  theories  n o r  
the  specific tech n iq u e s  in a n y  m a n a g e r 's  repe rto ire  a re  derived  from  situ- 
a t io n s  precisely  like th e  c u r r e n t  one .  F ro m  the  n u m e ro u s  " le s so n s "  tha t  
the  m a n a g e r  has  le a rn ed  from  th e  pas t,  he  m u s t  n o t  o n ly  choose  those  
th a t  a p p e a r  to be  m os t  ap p ro p r ia te ;  h e  m u s t  also ad a p t  th e m  to th e  new , 
u n iq u e  task  h e  n o w  faces.

T hus ,  desp ite  years  o f  ex p e r ien c e  a n d  s tudy , even  th e  best m a n a g e r  
m u s t  g rope  a long. He m u s t  test d if feren t ideas an d  gauge  the  results o f  
each .  T h e n  h e  tries different c o m b in a t io n s  a n d  p e rm u ta t io n s  of  th e  m ore  
p ro d u c t iv e  ideas. R a th e r  th a n  d e v e lo p  a deta iled  strategy to be followed 
unsw erv ing ly ,  a good  m a n a g e r  es tab l ishes  a specific d irec tion— a very 
c lear  ob jec tive— a n d  th e n  gropes  his  w a y  to w a rd  it. He k n o w s  w h e re  he

G ro p in g  A lo n g ,"  o r  MI3GA.

M ost Managers Grope— a Lot

Management by Groping Along 133 

invented with !Deputy Associate Commissioner] Jean Bellow's help, the 
word ACT. In other words. I was coming up with the first ACTion plan 
for error reduction, and we came up with ACT." Then, in 1986, Pillsbury 
"started thinking about the fact that our mission had lo change. and that 
we didn't have any way of saying it. And I tried a number of things." 
(Pillsbury noted that "I keep saying 'I,' lrnt it was through group discus

sions and thinking.") The department began to experiment with case 
ma11c1gemc11t- and lo train the line workers in case management- but 
it did not have a succinct way to summarize the new mission; "we were 
really struggling," admitted Pillsbury. Then, John O'Sullivan, director of 
training, and his staff came up with "the case mmrngcrncnt arrow <1nd 
out of poverty." Still, continued Pillsbury, "Ile hadn't gotten it down to 
it's a ·route out of poverty.' And I came up with something that didn't 
fly. It was 11 20: Hope, Help, and Opportunity-H20. That didn't fly. Su 
we just kept working at it until-almost group think-we discovered 
lhe words 'route out of poverty."' 

"Gropin~ .ilong" ,l<.'curatcly describes the process hy which <1ny organi
zation crc.ilcs tile sentences, phrases. and words it uses to describe its 
purposes. Conversely, this managerial search for words provides a useful 
metaphor for describing the process of management: " Management by 
Groping Along," or MBGA. 

C--1 Most Managers Grope-a Lot 

/\11 effective manager has an excellent sense of his or her objectives but 
lacks a precise idea about how to realize them. Nevertheless, the manager 
docs possess some idcils-some deduced from theory. some adapted from 
past experiences, some corning strictly from hunches-about how to 
achieve these objectives. Unfonun<1tely. neither the ~rncral theories nor 
the specific techniques in any manager's repertoire arc derived from situ
ations precisely like the current one. From the numerous "lessons" that 

the man<1gcr has learned from the past. he must not only choose those 
that appear to be most appropriate; he must also adapt thern to the new. 
unique task he now faces. 

Thus, despite years of experience and study. even the best manager 
must grope along. He must test different ideas and gauge !he results of 
e<1ch. Then he tries different combinations and permutations of the more 
productive idens. Rilther than develop a detailed strnte~y to l>e followed 
unswervingly, a good manager establishes a specific direction-a very 
clear objective-and then gropes his way toward it. t Jc knows where he 
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In part,  flexibility is a ques tion  o f  p ro g ra m  design. Has th e  p ro g ra m  
been  p u t  to g e th e r  in a w ay  th a t  is n o t  susceptible to m odif ica tions?  Is it 
im possib le to  fix o n e  p ro b lem  w i th o u t  redesign ing  the  en t i re  p ro g ra m ?

In par t ,  h o w e v e r ,  flexibility is a ques tion  of  m e n ta l  ou t lo o k .  Do the  
p ro g ra m 's  m a n a g e rs  th in k — " k n o w ” — that they  got th e  p ro g ra m  right 
the  first t im e?  W as the  original p ro g ra m  so overso ld  tha t  it is im possib le  
to m a k e  ch a n g e s  w i th o u t  a m a jo r  em b ar ra ssm e n t?  O r has  e v e ry o n e —  
from to p  m a n a g e m e n t  to line w o rk e rs— k n o w n  from th e  beg in n in g  tha t  
they  w e r e  n o t  w o rk in g  w ith  the  perfect p ro g ra m ?  H ave th e y  u n d e rs to o d  
all a long  th a t  they  w o u ld  h av e  to  fix it? If so, the  n ee d  to  m a k e  ch anges  
will n o t  b e  so surp ris ing  n o r  will the  task of  do in g  so a p p e a r  so massive. 
M a nag e rs  w h o  g rope  a long  u n d e r s ta n d  an d  exp la in  from  the  beg inn in g  
th a t  the  p ro g ra m  will requ ire  n u m e ro u s  an d  period ic  changes ,  m odif ies-  
tions, a n d  im p ro v e m e n ts .  A tkins  told his agency: " D o n ' t  be afraid or  
a s h a m e d  if y o u  d iscover  th a t  so m e th in g  is w ro n g  w i th  the  p ro g ra m .  Let's 
a p p ro a c h  it w i th  this m a n a g e m e n t  style: . . . Get it u p  a n d  ru n n in g ,  an d  
th e n  fix it ."

The Campaign Speech

T he v a lu e  o f  a succinc t s ta te m e n t  o f  m ission  to the  overall m a n a g e m e n t  
o f  a b us iness  f irm 4 o r  pub lic  ag e n cy 5 is w ide ly  recogn ized .  O ften  th is  is 
s u m m a r iz e d  in a clever  ph rase :  " IB M  M e an s  Service ."  Ray K roc 's  th e m e  
for M c D o n a ld 's  w as: "Q .S .C . & V .,"  o r  "Q u a l i ty ,  Service, C leanliness,  
an d  V a lu e ."  Yet rare ly  docs a pub lic  agency  h av e  a clear  o n e - p a ra g ra p h  
(or  e v e n  o n e -p a g e )  s ta te m e n t  o f  pu rp o se ,  let a lo n e  a clever  p h rase  to 
s u m m a r iz e  it. By con tras t ,  o v er  the  first five years o f  ET, th e  M a ssac h u -  
setts D e p a r tm e n t  o f  Public  W elfare  h ad  several: "A ccu racy ,  C o m pass ion ,  
T im e liness" ;  " A  R o u te  O u t  o f  Poverty";  "F am ily  In d e p e n d e n c e  P lan ."

A succ inc t  s u m m a r y  o f  a n  agency 's  m ission  docs  no t ,  h o w e v e r ,  em erg e  
f rom  s o m e  single, b r i l l ian t  insight. It evolves, m u c h  as " t h e  s p e e c h "  o f  a 
political c a n d id a te  evolves d u r in g  a cam pa ign .  T he  c a n d id a te  has  a sense  
o f  th e  m e ssa g e  to  be  c o m m u n ic a te d  b u t  n o t  w h ic h  w o rd s  will ach ieve  
th a t  p u rp o se .  T h u s  th e  c a n d id a te  gropes  a long, testing  d ifferent ideas 
before  d iffe ren t au d ie n c e s  a n d  gaug ing  th e  reac tion  to  each .  T h e n  the  
c a n d id a te  tries d if fe ren t c o m b in a t io n s  a n d  p e rm u ta t io n s  un til  finally the  
w o rd s  a n d  p h rase s  th a t  w o rk  best take  ho ld .

"A c cu rac y ,  C o m p a ss io n ,  T im eliness ,"  recalled Pillsbury, " w e r e  the  first 
code  w o rd s "  for  co n v ey in g  a sense  o f  p u rpose :  " W e  in v e n ted  th a t  on  
pu rp o se ,  a n d  it k in d  o f  evolved  nicely in tha t  I focused  o n  th e  m ission  
a n d  felt th a t  it h a d  to  consc iously  be  convcycd .  A nd  very  definitely , I

J 32 Leadership Counts 

In p.ut, flexibility is a qucs1io11 of program design. !las the program 
been put together in a wJy thJt is not susceptible to modifications? Is it 
impossible to fix one problem without redesigning the entire progran1? 

In part. however, flexibility is J question of mental outlook. Do the 
program's m,m.igers think-"know"-that they got the progrJm right 
the first time? Was the originJI progrnm so oversold th,1t it is impossible 
to make changes without a m;ijor embarrassment? Or has everyone
from top management to line workers-known from the beginning that 
they were not working with the perfect program? Have they understood 
all along that they would have to rix it? If so, the need to m«ke changes 
will not be so surprising nor will the task of doing so appcilr so milssive. 
Managers who grope t1lo11g undcrst.ind .ind expl.iin from the beginning 
thc1t the program will require m1111rrous and periodic drnnges. 1110<.liric;i
tions, and improvements. Atkins told his <1gc11cy: "Don't lie afraid or 
ashamed if you discover that something is wrong with the program. Let ·s 
approach it with this lllilllilgemrnt style: ... Get it up and running, and 
then fix it." 

The Campaign Speech 

The value of a succinct statement of mission to the overall 111,rnagcmcnt 
of a business firn14 or public agcncy5 is widely recognized. Often this is 
summMizcd in a clever phr,1sc: "IBM Means Service." Ray !<roe's theme 
for McDonald's was: "Q.S.C. & V.," or "Quality, Service, Cleanliness, 
and Value." Ycl rarely docs a public agency have a elem onc-parngrnph 
(or even one-page) statement of purpose, let alone « clever phr;ise lo 
summarize it. By contrnsl, over the first live years of ET, the Massachu
setts Depc1rtme11t of Public Welfare had several: "Accurncy, Compilssion, 
Timeliness"; "A Roule Out of Poverty": "F.1111ily Inclcpcnclcnce Plt1n." 

A succinct sumrmuy of an agency's mission docs not, however, emerge 
from some single, brilliant insight. It evolves, much .is "the speech" of a 
political candidate evolves during a ct1mpaign. The ca11did.itc Ii.is a sense 
of the message to be communict1tcd but not which words will achieve 
that purpose. Thus the c.mdidate gropes along, testing different ideas 
before different audiences and gauging the rc,1cticm to each. Then the 
candidate tries different combinations and permutations until finally the 
words and phrases that work best take hold. 

"Accurncy. Compassion, Timeliness," rec.illcd Pillsbury, "were the first 
code words" for conveying a sense of purpose: "We invented that on 
purpose, and it kind of evolved nicely in that I focused on the mission 
and felt thilt it Ii.id 10 consciously be conveyed. And very definitely, I 
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o f  small  w in s " :  "A  sm all  w in  is a concrete ,  com ple te ,  im p le m e n te d  ou t-  
com e o f  m o d e ra te  im p o r ta n ce .  By itself, o n e  small w in  m a y  se em  u n im -  
po r tan t .  A series o f  w in s  at small b u t  significant tasks, h o w e v e r ,  reveals 
a p a t te rn  th a t  m a y  a t t rac t  allies, de ter  o p p o n e n ts ,  a n d  lo w e r  resis tance 
to su b se q u en t  p roposa ls .  Small w ins  are con tro l lab le  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  th a t  
p ro d u ce  visible resu lts  . . . O nce  a small w in  has  b e e n  accom plished ,  
forces are  set in m o t io n  th a t  favor a n o th e r  small w in . "  To fo llow a strat- 
egy of  small w in s ,  th e  m a n a g e r  gropes a long, f rom  o n e  p la tea u  to the  
nex t,  bu ild ing  o n  th e  lessons from  the  p rev ious  c l im b to  dec ide w h a t  
addi tiona l  capabili t ies  a re  n ee d ed  a n d  w h a t  th e  n e x t  ta rge t sh o u ld  be. 
"S m all  w in s  p ro v id e  in fo rm a t io n  th a t  facilitates le a rn in g  a n d  adap ta -  
l io n ,"  w ri tes  W eick ; " f ee d b ac k  is im m e d ia te  a n d  ca n  be  u sed  to  revise 
th e o r ie s ."  M o reo v e r ,  ea ch  n e w  p la teau  prov ides  a base  for th e  n e x t  as- 
cent. "S m all  w in s  are  s tab le  bu ild ing  b locks ,"  h e  argues.  "T h e y  p rese rve  
g a in s ."7

Finally, " t h e  p sy c h o lo g y  o f  small w in s "  reduces  the  risk invo lved  in 
u n d e r ta k in g  th e  n e x t  ascen t.  Indeed ,  a s u b se q u e n t  ta rge t can  b e  chosen  
th a t  will a lm o s t  g u a r a n te e  success. A nd  even  if a n  o rg an iz a t io n  does  n o t  
a t ta in  th e  nex t  p la tea u ,  th e  failure is no t  fatal. T he  im p a c t  o f  all the  
p rev ious  w ins  still o v e rw h e lm s  this latest loss. (At the  gam bling  tables in 
Las Vegas, a lm o s t  ev e ry o n e  tends  to pay  m o re  a t te n t io n  to the  in f requen t  
w ins  th a n  to  th e  m u c h  m o r e  f requen t  losses.) M oreove r ,  obse rved  W eick, 
the  op tim al s e q u e n c e  o f  sm all w in s  c a n n o t  be  p la n n e d  in  ad v a n ce :  " th e  
nex t so lvab le  p r o b le m  se ld o m  coincides w ith  th e  n e x t  ' logical '  step as 
ju d g e d  by a d e ta c h e d  observer .  Small w ins  do n o t  co m b in e  in a neat,  
linear, serial fo rm  . . . M o re  c o m m o n  is the  c i rc u m sta n ce  w h e r e  small 
w ins  are  scattered  a n d  c o h e re  on ly  in the  sense  th a t  they  m o v e  in the  
sa m e g en e ra l  d i rec t io n  . . .  Careful p lo tt ing  o f  a series o f  w in s  to  ach ieve  a 
m a jo r  ch a n g e  is im poss ib le ,  b ecause  cond i t ions  do  n o t  re m a in  c o n s ta n t . " 8 
After the  n ex t  p la tea u  is r each ed ,  th e  m a n a g e r  m a y  d iscover  th a t  the  
v iew  is n o th in g  specia l o r  th a t  this target is n o  c loser  to  th e  su m m it .  He 
m u s t  k ee p  g ro p in g  a lo n g  to w a rd  his u l t im ate  goal.

H ow  th e  n a t io n 's  g o v e rn o rs  describe  the ir  o w n  a p p ro a c h  to m a n ag e -  
m e n t  il lustrates th e  process. " W e  try a n u m b e r  of  th ings ,  so m e  w o rk  and  
sonic  d o n ' t , "  G o v e rn o r  L a m a r  A lex a n d e r  obse rved  w h e n  h e  w as  gover- 
n o r  o f  T en n e sse e .9 As g o v e rn o r  o f  U tah ,  the  late Scott M a th e s o n  w ou ld  
talk a b o u t  his " f lo u n d e r  sy s tem ."  A lth o u g h  to so m e  o f  his advisers this 
ph rase  " c o n n o te s  th e  process  o f  acting  c lum sily  o r  ineffectively," to 
M a th e so n  " i t  rep re se n ts  th e  n a tu ra l  struggle o f  g o v e r n m e n t— to m ove  
forw ard  an d  o b ta in  foo ting  in a cons tan t ly  ch ang in g  o rgan iza tiona l  and  
political c l im a te . " 10

Good m a n a g e rs  g ro p e  a long .  But they  g rope  intelligently. T hey  u n d e r -
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of sma II wins": ,, /\ small win is a concrete, complete, implemcnlcd out
come of moderate importance. By itself, one smaU win may seem unim
portant. /\ series of wins at small but significant tasks, however, reveals 
a pnttcrn that may attract allies, deter opponents, and lower resistance 

to subsequent proposals. Small wins me controllable opportunities that 
produce visible results ... Once a small win has been accomplished, 
forces arc set in motion that favor another small win." To follow a strat
egy of small wins, the manager gropes along, from one plateau to the 
next, building on the lessons from the previous climb lo decide what 
a<l<litional capabilities arc needed and what the next target should be. 
"Small wins provide information that facilitates learning and adapta
tion," writes Weick; "feedback is immediate and can be used to revise 
theories." Moreover, each new plateau provides a base for the next as
cent. "Small wins arc stable building blocks," he argues. "They preserve 

. ' , 7 
gJJllS. 

Finally, "the psychology of small wins" reduces the risk involved in 
undertaking the next ascent. Indeed, a subsequent tmgct can be chosen 
that will almost guarantee success. And even if an organization docs not 
.iltt1in the next plateau, the failure is not fatal. The impact of all the 
previous wins still overwhelms this latest loss. (At the gambling tables in 
LJs Vegas, almost everyone ten ds lo pay more attention to the infrequent 
wins than to the much more frequent losses.) Moreover, observed Weick, 
the optimal sequence of small wins cannot be planned in ,1dvance: "the 
next solvable problem seldom coincides with the next 'logical' step as 
judged by a detached observer. Small w ins do not combine in a neat, 
linear, serial form ... More common is the circumstance where small 
wins J re scatlercd and cohere only in the sense that they move in the 
same g<.'ner.::i l direction ... Careful plotting of a series of wins to achieve J 

major change is impossible, because conditions do not remain comtant."8 

After the next plateau is reached, the manager may discover that the 
view is nothing special or that this target is no closer to the summit. He 
must keep groping nlong toward his ultimate goal. 

flow the nation's governors describe their own approach to manage
ment illustrates the process. "We try a number of things, some work and 
some don't," Governor Lamar Alexander observed when he was gover
nor of Tennessee.9 As governor of Utah, the late Scoll Matheson woutd 
talk about his "flounder system." Although to some of his c1dvisers this 
phrase "connolcs the process of acling clumsily or ineffeclivcly," to 
Matheson "it represents the naturnl struggle of government-to move 
forward and obtain footing in a constantly changing orga11iz;i1ional and 
political clim;ite." 10 

Good man:1gc-rs grope ;ilong. Rul they gropc- intdlir.<>ntly. They unckr-
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is trying to go b u t  is n o t  sure h o w  to get there. So he  tries a lot o f  different 
things. Som e w ork .  S o m e  do  not.  Som e are  partially p roduc t ive  an d  arc  
modified to sec if th ey  can  be im proved .  Finally, w h a t  w o rk s  best begins 
to take hold . This is " m a n a g e m e n t  by  groping  a long ."

Som e m igh t  call it " m a n a g e m e n t  th ro u g h  ex pe r im e n ta t io n ."  Indeed ,  
good m a n ag e rs  do  e x p e r im en t  a lot. But the  verb " to  e x p e r im e n t"  gives 
the  w ro n g  im press ion .  " E x p e r im e n ta t io n "  suggests tha t th e  process  is 
scientific, w h ic h  it is not.

A dm itted ly ,  " to  g ro p e "  is no t exact ly  the  right verb  either.  The d ic tion-  
a ry 's  defin ition  is " to  feel o r  search  a b o u t  blindly, hes itan tly ,  o r  u n cc r -  
ta in ly ."  The m a n a g e r  is n o t  b lind . Off in the  distance, he  can  see clearly 
the  top  o f  the  m o u n ta in .  But b e tw e e n  the  trai lhead an d  the  s u m m i t  are  
m a n y  p a th s  obscured  by  trees, ledges, an d  clouds. The m a n a g e r  is unce r -  
ta in  a b o u t  w h ich  trail will get h im  th e re — or w h e th e r  he  sh o u ld  b u sh -  
w h ac k .  He h a s  a com pass ,  w h ic h  h e  has  learned  to u se  th ro u g h  s tu d y  
a n d  exper ience .  U nfo r tuna te ly ,  h o w e v e r ,  110 o n e  has  p repa red  an  u p - to -  
da te  m a p  of  th e  region, th o u g h  the  m a n a g e r  can  easily pick o u t  so m e  of  
its p r o m in e n t  la n d m a rk s ,  a n d  h e  has  lea rned  from expe r ience  the  subtle- 
ties o f  de tec ting  so m e  o f  the  less ob v ious  b u t  p e rh ap s  even  m o re  critical 
features. He has  also tried to pick  u p  th e  folklore o f  the  m o u n ta in  from  
so m e  o f  the  o ld - t im ers .  But no  o n e  has  eve r  climbed this m o u n ta in  before 
(and ,  indeed ,  m os t  o f  the  o ld - t im ers  are  telling h im  it is foolish to  try). 
So a l th o u g h  th e  m a n a g e r  can  h ire  a gu ide  w h o  has exper ience  o n  s im ila r  
te rra in  an d  w h o  can  he lp  keep  h im  from  falling in to  a dead ly  crevice, he  
will still h a v e  to  g ro p e  his w a y  to w a rd s  th e  top. He will no t  do  this 
b lindly ,  b u t  h e  will n o t  be very  scientific either.

S ignificantly , h o w ev e r ,  th e  e x p e r ien c ed  m a n a g e r  will n o t  set off  im m e -  
d ia te ly  for th e  su m m it .  R a ther ,  he  will do  the  doab le  first. T he  m a n a g e r  
will p ick  o u t  a n ea rb y  p la teau-— o n e  w i th  a good  view•— a n d  set o u t  w i th  
h is  te a m  to c o n q u e r  it. This a p p ro a c h  has  several purposes .  For o n e ,  the  
m a n a g e r  a n d  h is  o rg an iz a t io n  are  n o w  closer to the ir  u l t im a te  goal. Sec- 
o n d ,  w h i le  ach iev ing  th is  in te rm ed ia te  goal, they  deve lop  the ir  
capab i l i t ies— o n es  th e y  will n ee d  to  rea ch  the  sum m it .  Third , the  m a n -  
ag e r  a n d  his o rg an iz a t io n  learn  a lo t— ab o u t  them se lves  as a te a m  and  
a b o u t  th e  a d d i t io n a l  capabilit ies th e y  will need .  Finally, r each ing  this first 
p la tea u  p rov ides  a sense  o f  ac c o m p l ish m e n t .  The c lim b m a y  h a v e  been  
h a rd  b u t  th e  v iew  (if th e  m a n a g e r  p icked  this initial goal clcverly) is 
go rgeous .  T h e  s u m m it  m a y  still be a long  w a y  off— and  still obscu red  in 
th e  c lo u d s— b u t  it n o  lo n g e r  a p p e a rs  to b e  u na t ta inab le .  M o reo v e r ,  the  
naysaye rs  are  n o t  q u i te  as vocal,  an d  so m e  add i t iona l  sponso rs  an d  w ork -  
ers h a v e  " s ig n e d  u p " 6 w ith  th e  ex ped i t ion .

Karl E. W eick , o f  Cornell  University ,  has  advocated  such  " a  strategy
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is trying lo go but is nol sure how lo gel there. So he tries a lot or different 
things. Some work. Some do not. Some ilre parti,1lly productive and arc 
modified to sec if they can lie improved. Fin;illy, wh;it works best begins 
to take hold. This is "mc1n,1gement by groping along." 

Some might call it "management through experimentJtion." fndced, 

good managers do experiment ., lot. But the verb "to experiment" gives 
the wrong impression. "Experimentation" suggests that the process is 
scientific, which it is not. 

Admincdly, "to grope" is not exactly the ri~ht verb either. The diction
ary's definition is "to feel or search .ibout blindly, hesit,mtly, or uncer

ta inly." The manager is not blind. Off in the distnnce, he rnn sre cle,irly 
1he top of the mountnin. But between the trailhend and the summit arc 
many paths obscured by trees, ledges, and clouds. The rnnn;iger is uncer

tain about which trail will get him there-or whether he should bush
whack. He has a cornpa~s. which he has karncd to use through study 
and experience. Unfortuniltely, however, no one has prep;irecl an up-to

date map of the region, though the 111,111agcr c;in easily pick out some of 
its prominent landmarks. and he hc1s learned from experience the s11btlc
ties of detecting some of Lile less obvious but perhaps even more critical 

features. He has c1lso tried 10 pick up the folklore or the mnuntili 11 from 
some of the old-timers. But 110 one has ever climbed I his mou111ai11 before 
(and, indeed, most of the old-timers arc telling him it is foolish w try). 

So although the 111n11agcr can hire a guide who has experience 011 si milar 
terrain and who can help keep him from foiling into a dcaclly crevice, he 
will still have to grope his Wily towards the top. I le will not do this 
blindly, but he will not be very scientific either. 

Significantly, however, rite experienced mi1nagcr will not srt off imme
diately for the summit. Rather, he will do the doc1ble first. The mannger 
will pick out a nearby plc11cau-onc with cl good view-and set out with 

his team to conquer it. This approc1ch hns sever.ti purposes. f-or one, the 
manager and his orgc1niz;ition arc now closer to their ultimc1te goal. Sec
ond, while achieving this intermediate goal, they develop their 
capabililies-ones they will need to reach the summit. Third, the man
ager and his org;inizc11ion lc.im .i Iot-,1bout themselves ns a team and 
nboul the addi tional cc1pabili ties they will need. Pi11c1lly, reaching this rirst 
plateau provides a sense of accomplishment. The cli111b may have been 
hnrd l>ut the vicvv (if the 11rn11agcr picked this ini1ic1l goc1I cleverly) is 
gorgeous. The summit m<1y still l>c a long wc1y off-c111d still obscured in 
the clouds-but it 110 longer appears to be u11attc1inc1blc. Moreover, the 
nnysaycrs me not quite as vocal, .irnl some additionJI sponsors ,1nd work

ers have "signed up''6 with the expedition. 
Karl E. Weick, of Comdl University, has Jdvorntcd such "a slratcgy 
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o r  q u an t i ta t iv e  m a rk e t in g  research)  s p a w n e d  o th e r  books  th a t  som e n o w  
call th e  "ex ce l le n ce  l i t e r a tu r e ." 14

M B W A  is n o t  im p o r ta n t  because  it offers so m e  great,  n e w  theo ry  of 
h u m a n  o r  o rg an iz a t io n a l  behav io r .  It is n o t  im p o r ta n t  because  it finally 
settles th r o u g h  orig inal a n d  creative  em pirica l ana lysis  so m e  fu n d a m e n ta l  
d eb a te  a m o n g  the  in te llectual g ian ts  o f  th e  field. M B W A  is n o t  im p o r ta n t  
by a n y  o f  th e  s ta n d a rd  criteria o f  social science. In fact, Peters a n d  W ate r-  
m a n  d id n ' t  even  co in  th e  ph rase ;  th e y  le a rn ed  it f rom  o n e  o f  the ir  excel- 
lent co m p a n ie s ,  H ew le tt-Packa rd .  N evertheless ,  th e  idea o f  m a n a g e m e n t  
by w a n d e r in g  a r o u n d  is im p o r ta n t  for b o th  its descrip tive  a n d  its prescrip- 
live p o w e r .

T he  c o n c e p t  o f  M B W A  is im p o r ta n t  for its descriptive  value. It exp la ins  
w h a t  m a n a g e r s — at least th e  m a n a g e rs  o f  large, successful f irm s— do 
w ith  a go o d  p o r t io n  o f  th e ir  tim e. Like the  rese a rch  o f  H en ry  M intz-  
berg  o f  McGill University , it he lp s  us  u n d e r s ta n d  w h a t  m a n a g e rs  really 
do.

111 The N ature o f  M anagerial Work, M in tzbe rg  observes th a t  th e  w o rk  of  
a  m a n a g e r  is "c h a rac te r iz ed  by brevity , varie ty , an d  f r a g m e n ta t i o n ." 15 
Peters a n d  W a te rm a n  say th a t  th e  m a n a g e r 's  w o rk  is charac ter ized  by a 
lo t o f  w a n d e r in g  a r o u n d .  Of course ,  th e  w ri t in g  o f  Peters a n d  W a te rm a n  
docs  n o t  lo o k  as scientific as M in tzberg 's .  For ex a m p le .  In Search o f Excel- 
lence c o n ta in s  few graphs;  by  con tras t ,  o n e  g raph  in  The N ature o f  Manage- 
rial W ork, en ti t led  "F re q u e n c y  D is tr ibu tion  of  M a nage r ia l  Activities by 
D u ra t io n  (in  h o u r s ) , "  sh o w s  th a t  d esk  w o rk  ave rages  15 m in u te s  in 
d u ra t io n ,  t e le p h o n e  calls 6 m in u te s ,  s c h ed u le d  m e e t ings  68 m in u tes ,  
u n s c h e d u le d  m e e t in g s  12 m in u te s ,  a n d  tours  11 m in u t e s .16 Peters and  
W a te rm a n  w ri te  sim ply: " T h e  n a m e  o f  th e  successful g a m e  is rich, infor- 
m a l c o m m u n i c a t i o n . " 17 M in tzbe rg  reports :  "T h e  jo b  o f  m a n a g in g  does 
n o t  d e v e lo p  rellcctive p la n n ers ;  r a th e r  it b reeds  ad a p t iv e  in fo rm a tio n  
m a n ip u la to rs  w h o  prefer  a s t im u lu s - re sp o n se  m i l i e u . " IS Peters a n d  W a- 
te rm a n  c o n c lu d e  th a t  m a n a g e rs  o f  excel len t  c o m p a n ie s  h av e  " a  bias for 
a c t i o n . " 19 T h e  li terary  style is qu ite  d ifferent,  b u t  the  tw o  descr ip tions  of  
w h a t  m a n a g e rs  d o  are  qu ite  similar.

T he  c o n c c p t  o f  M B W A  is also im p o r ta n t  for its prescrip tive value .  It 
tells a m a n a g e r  so m e th in g  h e  can  do  to  b e  m o re  successful: S p en d  tim e 
w i th  y o u r  c u s to m e rs ,  y o u r  suppliers ,  a n d  y o u r  em ployees .  F ind  o u t  w h a t  
th e y  are  th in k in g ,  w h a t  p ro b lem s th e y  co n fro n t ,  w h a t  ideas th e y  have .  
Praise th e m ;  r e w a rd  th e m ;  m a k e  th e m  feel w a n te d ,  respected ,  an d  
va lued .

T he  c o n c c p t  o f  M B W A  also im plies  w h a t  m a n a g e rs  o u g h t  n o t  to do. 
They  s h o u ld  no t sp e n d  all the ir  t im e b e h in d  the ir  desks. T hey  sh o u ld  not

Management by Groping Along 137 

or quantil.itivc mc1rketing research) spawned other books that some now 
cnll the "excellence literature." 14 

MB W /\ is not important because it offers some great, new theory of 
lmm,111 or organizational behavior. It is not important because it finally 

settles through original and creative cmpirirnl analysis some fundamcmal 
debate among the intellectual giants of the field. MBW /\ is not importcmt 
uy ;my of the standard criteria of soda! science. In fact, Peters and Water

man didn't even coin the phrase; they let1 rned it from one of their excel
lent companies, Hewlett-Packard. Nevertheless, the idea of management 
by wandering around is important for both its descriptive and its prescrip

tive power. 

The concept of MBWA is important for its descriptive value. It explains 
what managers-at least the managers of large, successful firms-do 
with ;i good portion of their time. Like the research of Henry Mintz

berg of McGill University, it helps us understand what managers really 
do. 

111 The Nature of Managerial Work, Mintzbcrg observes that the work of 
a manilger is "characterized by brevity, variety, and fragmentation." 15 

Peters and Waterman say that the manager's work is cha racterized by a 
lot of wilndering around. Of course, the writing of Peters and Waterman 
docs not look as scientific as Mintzberg's. For example, In Search of Excel
lence contains few grnphs; by contrast, one graph in The Nature of Manage
rial Work, entitled "frequency Distribution of Managerial Activities by 
Durntion (in hours)," shows that desk work averages I 5 minutes in 
duration, telephone calls 6 minutes, scheduled meetings 68 minutes, 
unscheduled meetings I 2 minutes, and tours 11 minutes. "6 Peters and 
Waterman write simply: "The name of the successful game is rich , infor
mal communirntion." 17 Mintzberg reports: "The job of managing does 

not develop reflective planners; rather it breeds adaptive information 
manipul.itors who prefer a stimulus-response milieu." 1

A Peters and Wa
terman conclude that nrnm1gers of excellent companies have "a bias for 

action." 19 The literary style is quite different. but the two descriptions of 
what managers do arc quite similar. 

The concept of MBWA is also important for its prescriptive value. It 
tells a manager something he can do to be more successful: Spend time 
with your customers, your suppliers, and your employees. rind out what 
they arc thinking, what problems they confront, what ideas they have. 
Prnise them; reward them; make them feel wanted, respected, and 

valued. 

The concept of MBWA nlso implies what managers ought not to do. 
They should not spend all their time behind their desks. They should not 
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stand their  goa! an d  des ign  the ir  g rop ing  to  m ove  th e m  to w a rd  tha t  goal. 
For the m a n a g e r  w h o  has  " a  bias for a c t io n ,"  T h o m a s  J. Peters an d  
Robert H. W a te rm a n ,  J r . ,  offer the  slogan "R eady ,  Fire, A im . " 11 But tha t  
phrase  misses th e  m a rk .  A m o re  accura te  se quence  for the  th ree  w o rd s  
is "A im , Fire, R e a d y ."

Getting ready is n o t  th e  initial chore .  T he  businesses  th a t  Peters an d  
W a te rm a n  s tu d ied  ra re ly  p rep a re d  so carefully. R a ther ,  the  first task  is 
to decide u p o n  th e  g o a l— to take aim. The m a n a g e r  has  to u n d e r s ta n d  
w h a t  his ta rge t is. E ven  th en ,  ra th e r  th a n  get eve ry th ing  ready for a single, 
big shot, th e  m a n a g e r  qu ick ly  aims in the  genera l  d irec tion  o f  the  target 
and  fires off a n  initial r o u n d .  Based o n  w h a t  this first sh o t  p ro d u ce s ,  h e  
then  gets his o rg a n iz a t io n  ready for the  nex t r o u n d  (perhaps  im prov ing  
the  sight, p e rh a p s  ge t t ing  a n e w  g u n  or  a n e w  m a rk sm a n ,  p e rh a p s  m ov-  
ing in to  a b e t te r  pos it ion ,  p e rh a p s  even  m odify ing  th e  goal),  aims, an d  

fires again . T he  s logan  sh o u ld  be "A im , Fire, Ready. A im , Fire, Ready. 
Aim, Fire, R ead y  . . . "  O r  p e rh a p s  ju s t  MBGA.

A tkins 's  le ad e rsh ip  te a m  k n e w  its objective. T here  w as  n o  am b ig u i ty  
a b o u t  it. T h ey  w a n te d  to m o v e  w elfare rec ip ien ts  from  d e p e n d e n c y  to 
self-sufficiency. T h ey  k n e w  exactly  at w h a t  they  w e re  a im ing .  But to  hit 
this target, th e y  did no t  k n o w  h o w  to fire th e  g u n — o r even  w h ic h  guns  
to fire, o r  w h e t h e r  th e y  n e e d e d  to design com ple te ly  n e w  guns .  N cvcrthe-  
less, r a th e r  t h a n  get co m p le te ly  ready  before  firing, they  sh o t  off yea r  
on e 's  ET. W h e n  they  s a w  w h e re  th a t  first sho t  w e n t ,  th e y  got a little 
m ore  read y  a n d  sh o t  off  a n o th e r  p ro g ra m  for y ea r  tw o. Indeed ,  even 
after fo u r  years, th e  le ad e rsh ip  te a m  m a d e  it c lear  to th e  field th a t  it 
did n o t  k n o w  prec ise ly  h o w  y ea r  five's ET w o u ld  w o rk .  Still, they  
w ere  p rep a re d  to  learn  from  th e  ex pe r ience  a n d  th e n  fire off y ea r  six 's 
p rog ram .

M an a g em en t by W andering Around

O ne o f  th e  m ost im p o r ta n t  c o n t r ib u t io n s  th a t  Peters a n d  W a te rm a n  have  
m a d e  to th e  l i te ra tu re  o n  m a n a g e m e n t  is th e  c o n c e p t  o f  " M a n a g e m e n t  
by W a n d e r in g  A r o u n d . " 12 " M B W A "  w as  der ived  from  obse rv a t io n s  of 
h o w  m a n a g e rs  in  successful co m p an ie s  beh a v e .  Peters an d  W a te rm a n  
a d o p ted  a s im p le  re se a rch  design. T hey  se lec ted  a n u m b e r  of  U.S. firms 
for the ir  su p e r io r  f inanc ia l  p e r fo rm a n c e  a n d  record  o f  in n o v a t io n ;  then  
they  s e n t  the  M c K in sey  rese arch  te am  o u t  to  in te rv iew  a n d  observe  the 
fo rty - th ree  c o m p a n ie s  th a t  they  defined  as " e x c e l l e n t . " 13 T he  result ,  their  
b o o k  In Search o f  Excellence, w ith  its e m p h as is  o n  co rp o ra te  cu l tu re  and  
the  le ad e rsh ip 's  v a lu es  ( ra th e r  th a n  on  m a n a g e m e n t  in fo rm a t io n  systems
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stand their goal t111d design !heir groping to move them towt1rd thilt goal. 
For the manager who has "a bic1s ror action." Thomas .J. Peters c11HI 
Robert H. Waterman. Jr., offer the slogan "Ready, Fire. Aim." 11 But that 
phrase misses the mark. A more accurate sequence for !he three words 
is "Aim. fire, Ready." 

Gelling ready is not the initial rhorc. The businesses that Peters and 
Waterman studied rarely prepared so carefully. Rather. !he first task is 
lo decide upon the goal- to take aim. The mJ11c1gcr has to understand 
what his target is. Even then. rather than gel everything ready for a single. 
big shot, the manager quickly aim.~ in the general direction of the target 
and fires off an initial round. Based on what this firsl shot produces, he 
then gets his orgt1ni1.cllion ready for the next round (perlrnps improving 
the sight, perhaps getting a new gun or a new mt1rks111t1n. perhc1ps mov
ing into a better position, perhaps even modifying the goc1l), aims. ,md 

fires again. The sloga,, ~hould be "Aim. Fire, Ready. Aim, Fire, Ready. 
Aim, Fire, Ready . . . " Or perhaps just MBGA. 

Atkins's leadership team knew its objective. There wc1s no ilml>iguity 
about it. They wanted to move welfare recipicllls from dependency to 
self-sufficiency. They knew exactly at what they were t1irning. But lo hit 
this target. they did not know how to Ore the gun-or even which guns 
to fire, or whether they needed lo design completely new guns. Neverthe
less. rather than Rel completely rcildy before firing, they shot off yenr 
one's ET. When they saw where tht1t first shot went, they got a little 
more ready and shot off another progrnm for yet1r l wo. Indeed, even 
after four years, the leadership team 111:idc it clear 10 the field that it 
did 1101 know precisely how year Ove·s ET would work. S1ill, they 
were prepared to learn from the experience and then fire off year six's 
program. 

Manage1ncnt by Wandering Around 

One of the most important contributions that Peters ,md Watcrn1.1n have 
made to the literature 011 111.111agc111e11t is the concept of "Ma11;1ge111e11t 
IJy Wandering Around." 11 "MBWA" WilS derived from observalions of 
how managers in successful co111pc111ies behave. Peters «ml Wnterman 
c1dopte<l a simple rcsenrch design. They selected a m tml>cr of U.S. nuns 
for their superior financic1l performance and record or innovation; then 
they sent the McI<inscy research 1ec1m out to interview .111e.l observe the 
forty-three companies !hilt they defined as "cxccllent." 11 The result, their 
book In Search of Excellmcc. with its cmphilsis 011 corporJle culture c111d 
the leadership's vc1h1cs (rather than on mc111ngemc111 information systems 
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The Value o f  MBWA

All o f  this, o f  course ,  so u n d s  so o b v io u s— so obv ious  th a t  it cou ld  no t  
possibly be  dignified w i th  s o m e  a c a d e m ic -s o u n d in g  phrase .  Yet m a n ag e -  
m e n t  by w a n d e r in g  a r o u n d  is a n  im p o r ta n t  concep t precisely b ec au se  it 
c a p tu res  a n  obv io u s  idea: m a n a g e rs  can  learn  a lot and  m o tiv a te  a lot 
ju s t  by w a n d e r in g  a r o u n d .  A n d  yet, g iven the  actual b e h a v io r  o f  m a n y  
m an ag e rs ,  it is c lea r  th a t  th e  idea is n o t  all th a t  obvious.

Paying a t te n t io n  to th e  o b v io u s  is im por tan t .  A nd c a p tu r in g  an  
obv ious  a n d  helpfu l  co n c ep t  in a ca tc h y  fo u r-w o rd  ph rase  is va luab le  
indeed . M ost m a n a g e m e n t  co n c ep ts  (no  m a t te r  h o w  fancy the ir  w in d o w  
dressing) arc  s im ple .  A nd ,  to  h a v e  a n y  im pact ,  these s im ple m a n a g e m e n t  
ideas m u s t  be expressib le  in  so m e  p i thy  phrase .  Peters a n d  W a te rm a n  
w ere  not the  first to  say  th a t  m a n a g e rs  w a n d e r  a ro u n d  a lot. B u t  the  
w a n d e r in g  th a t  o th e rs  descr ibe  is m o r e  abs tract  an d  concep tua l ,  less vivid 
an d  physical.  M B W A  is im p o r ta n t  b ec au se  it is clever in its w o rd in g  a n d  
com pell ing  in its sym bolism . T hese  fo u r  w o rd s  are  a co n t r ib u t io n  because  
they  ca p tu re  n o t  ju s t  o n e  b u t  a n  en t i re  collection  of  im p o r ta n t  m a n ag e r ia l  
ideas.

M oreove r,  M B W A  d e b u n k s  a d u ra b le  m anage ria l  m yth .  O u r  ste reo-  
type of  th e  m a n a g e r  is reflected in th e  ca r toons  in The New  Yorker. Sitting 
in a big ro o m  b e h in d  his large a n d  e m p ty  desk w ea r ing  his coat,  the  
m a n a g e r  p u sh e s  a b u t to n  a n d  d e m a n d s :  "M s. Jones .  Send m e  so m e  
decisions to  m a k e . "  Peters  a n d  W a te rm a n ,  ho w ev e r ,  implicitly argue  
tha t  good  m a n a g e rs  do  n o t  a n d  sh o u ld  n o t  sit w a il ing  for p eo p le  to 
c o m e  to th e m .  E xcellen t m a n a g e rs  get o u t  from  b eh in d  the ir  desks. T hey  
w a n d e r  off to  talk  w i th  p e o p le — lots o f  people .  T hey  search o u t  cus tom - 
crs. T hey  w a n d e r  to w h e r e  th e ir  e m p lo y ee s  w ork .  They  visit th e ir  sup- 
p liers .22

In g o v e rn m e n t ,  m a n a g e m e n t  by w a n d e r in g  a ro u n d  does n o t  h a v e  the  
s a m e  re p u ta t io n  th a t  Peters a n d  W a te r m a n  gave it in  business. W h e n  a 
g o v e r n m e n t  m a n a g e r  visits a distric t office, a jo u rn a l is t  is ap t  to  call it a 
״ j u n k e t . "  Travel funds  are  f re q u en t ly  cu t  because  travel is cons idered  a 
n o n essen t ia l  activity. W h e n  se n a to rs  a n d  represen ta t ives  re tu rn  to the ir  
districts to learn  w h a t  th e ir  " c u s to m e r s "  are  th ink ing ,  th e y  are  criticized 
for goofing  off. H o u se  S p eak e r  T h o m a s  P. O 'Neill took  to calling congres-  
sional recesses "d is tr ic t  w o rk  d a y s ,"  b u t  th a t  on ly  gave journa l is ts  m o re  
o p p o r tu n i t ie s  to p o k e  fun. P e rh a p s  O 'Neill  sh o u ld  h av e  called th e  recesses 
m a n a g e m e n t  by w a n d e r in g  a r o u n d .

It is possib le  to  go th ro u g h  th e  m o t io n s  o f  w a n d e r in g  a ro u n d  w i th o u t  
realizing th e  benefits  o f  the  process .  T here  is no  va lue  in the  w an d e r in g
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The Value of MBWA 

/\II or lhis, or course, sounds so obvious-so obvious lhal il could nol 
possibly be dignified with some academic-sounding phrase. Yet manage
mcnl by wandering ;iround is an important concept precisely bec.1usc it 
cnptures c1n obvious idea: managers can learn a lot and motivate a lot 
just by w,mdering around. /\nd yet, given the actual behavior of many 
managers, il is clear that the idea is not all that obvious. 

Paying altcnlion to the obvious is important. And capturing an 
obvious ,rnd helpful concept in a catchy four-word phrase is valuable 
indeed. Most management concepts (no matter how fancy their window 
dress ing) ,1rc simple. And, to have any impact, these simple management 
ideas must be expressible in some pithy phrase. Pclers and Waterman 
were not the first 10 say that managers wander nround a lot. But the 
wandering 1 hat others describe is more abstract and conceptuc1I, less vivid 
,111d physicnl. MBWA is importc1nt becm1se it is clever in its wording and 
compelling in its symbolism. These four words c1re a con1ribution because 
!hey cc1pl urc not just one but a n entire collcclion of imporlant managerial 
idcc1s. 

Moreover, MBW /\ debunks a durable man.igcriill myth. Our stereo
type of the mc111c1ger is reflected in the cartoons in The New Yorker. Sitting 
in <1 big room behind his large ,llld empty desk wearing his coat, the 
111n1wgcr pushes a button c1nd demands: "Ms. Jones. Send me some 
decisions to make." Peters and Waterman, however, implicitly argue 
that good ma11c1gers do not and sh ould not sit waiting for people to 
come to them. Excellent mc1nc1gers get out from behind their desks. They 
wander off to talk with people-lots of people. They search out custom
ers. They wander to where their employees work. They visit their sup
pliers.22 

In government, mc1nagement by wandering around docs not have the 
same rcputalion that Peters and Waterman gave it in business. When a 
government m;inagcr visits a district office, a journalist is apt to call it a 
"junket." Travel funds arc frequently cut because trnvcl is considered a 
nonessential activity. When senators and representc1tives reltlm to their 
districts to learn what their "customers" arc thinking, they arc criticized 
for goofing off. House Speaker Thomas P. O'Neill took to calling congres
sional recesses "district work days," but that only g.ive journalists more 
opportunities to poke fun. Perhaps O'Neill should have called the recesses 
ma11c1gement by wandering around. 

II is rossible 10 go through the motions of wandering around without 
reali1.ing the benefits of the process. There is no vnlue in the wandering 
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spend  all the ir  tim e read ing  and  dic tat ing m e m o s .  T hey  sh o u ld  no t spend  
all the ir  t im e in  m eetings  w ith  the ir  im m ed ia te  staff an d  direct subord i-  
nates. M a n ag e rs  n eed  to get in fo rm ation  m o re  persona lly  an d  directly 
from  th e  p eo p le  m o s t  affected by the ir  decisions. T hey  need  to convey  
the ir  ideas pe rsona l ly  a n d  directly to the  peop le  u p o n  w h o m  the ir  o rgani-  
za tion  is m o s t  d ep e n d en t .

M in tzb c rg 's  w o rk  w as  p rim arily  descriptive, th o u g h  he  did offer som e 
p rescrip tions.  T he  m a jo r  p u rp o se  o f  Peters a n d  W a te rm a n  w as  prescrip- 
tive, t h o u g h  the ir  p rescrip tions w ere  derived  f ro m  the ir  descrip tions of  
w h a t  m a n a g e rs  in the ir  "e x c e l le n t"  co m p an ie s  did. T hese  so m e w h a t  dif- 
feren t perspec tives  a p p e a r  to lead  to s o m e w h a t  different conc lusions.  
M in tzb e rg 's  five ch ief  executives spen t  59 p ercen t  o f  th e ir  t im e in sched- 
u led  m e e t in g s ,  22 p ercen t  o n  desk  w ork ,  10 p e rc en t  in u n sc h ed u le d  
m e e t in g s ,  6 p e rc e n t  on  te le p h o n e  calls, a n d  3 p e rc e n t  oil tours. O ne  
o f  M in tzb e rg 's  "p ro p o s i t io n s  ab o u t  m anage ria l  w o rk  charac ter is t ics"  is: 
"T o u rs  p ro v id e  the  m a n a g e r  w ith  the  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  obse rve  activity 
in fo rm a lly  w i th o u t  p re a r ra n g e m e n t .  But the  m a n a g e r  sp ends  little o f  his 
t im e in  o p e n - e n d e d  to u r in g . " 20 Peters an d  W a te rm a n  w o u ld  be  qu ick  to 
a rg u e  th a t  M in tzbe rg 's  five m a n a g e rs  do  n o t  w a n d e r  a ro u n d  en o u g h ,  
a n d  M in tzb e rg ,  in  fact, rca ch cd  a s im ilar  co n c lu s io n :  "T h e  surprising  
fea tu re  a b o u t  this p o w erfu l  tool [ the tour]  is th a t  it w as  used  so infre- 
q u e n t ly . " 21

As a p resc r ip t ion ,  m a n a g e m e n t  by w a n d e r in g  a r o u n d  is n o t  m e a n t  to 
be  ta k e n  literally. T he  m a n a g e r  is n o t  su p p o se d  to  o p e n  the  d ic tionary  
a n d  d iscover  th a t  the  first def in i t ion  of  the  verb  " to  w a n d e r "  is " to  m ove  
o r  go a b o u t  aim less ly ."  N or  did Peters a n d  W a te rm a n  r e c o m m e n d  a 
m ilita ris tica lly  r igo rous  reg im e— b e tw e e n  1:30 a n d  3:15 ea ch  day  the  
m a n a g e r  s h o u ld  w a n d e r — a l th o u g h  they  do  believe th a t  the  w a n d e r in g  
s h o u ld  b e  consc ious ,  p u rposefu l ,  a n d  o rganized .

Peters  a n d  W a te rm a n  d id  n o t  d iscover th a t  41 .5  p e rc e n t  o f  the  variabil- 
ity in  b u s in e ss  p roduc t iv i ty  can  be  exp la ined  by w a n d e r in g  a ro u n d .  
R a the r ,  th e  presc rip tive  v a lu e  o f  m a n a g e m e n t  by w a n d e r in g  a r o u n d  lies 
in th e  h o s t  o f  m a n ag e r ia l  conccp ts  ca p tu red  an d  im p l ied  by th e  phrase . 
M B W A  m e a n s  th a t  m a n a g e rs  n ee d  to k n o w  w h a t  the ir  p eo p le—  
c u s to m e rs ,  em p lo y ee s ,  an d  v e n d o rs— arc d o ing  a n d  th ink ing .  Peters and  
W a te rm a n  fo u n d  th a t  th e ir  excel len t  co m p an ie s  w e re  "e lose  to the  cus- 
t o m e r ,"  a n d  th a t  M B W A  is o n e  w a y  to establish  a n d  m a in ta in  this per- 
sona l  r a p p o r t .  M B W A  m e a n s  th a t  m a n a g e rs  s h o u ld  trea t  peop le  as 
h u m a n s — th a t  th e y  sh o u ld  go o u t  o f  the ir  w a y  to listen to th e m  and  to 
p ra ise  th e m .  M a n a g e m e n t  by w a n d e r in g  a r o u n d  suggests tha t  the  people  
a re  m o r e  im p o r ta n t  th a n  th e  nu m b e rs .
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spend all their lime reading and dictJting memos. They should not spend 

all lheir time in mcc1i11gs with their immcdit1lc st;-iff and direcl subordi
nales. Managers need lo gel information more personally and directly 
from the people most affected by their dedsions. They need to convey 
lheir ideas personally and directly to the people upon whom their organi
zation is most dependent. 

Mintzberg's work was primarily uescriptivc, though he did offer some 
prescriptions. The major purpose of Peters and Waterrrnin was prescrip
tive, though their prescriptions were derived from their dcscriptiom of 
what managers in their "excellent" companies did. These somewhat dif
ferent perspeclives appear to lead to somewhat different conclusions. 
Mintzberg's five chief cxeculives spent 59 percent of their time in sched
uled meetings, 22 percent on desk work, 10 percent in u11schedulcd 
meetings, 6 percent on telephone calls, and 3 percent 011 tour~. One 

of Mintzberg's "proposilions about managerial work chclfJctcristics" is: 
"Tours provide the manager with the opportunity to observe activity 
informally without prearrangement. But the manJgcr spenus little of his 
time in open-ended Louring." 20 Peters and Waterman would be quick to 
argue that Mint1.berg's five managers do nol wander around c11ou~h, 
and Mintzberg, in foct, reached a similar conclusion: "The surprising 
feature aboul this powerful tool I the tour) is that it was used so infre
qucntly."21 

As a prescription, management by wandering around is not meant to 
be taken literally. The manager is not supposed to open the dictionary 
and discover lhat the first definition of the verb "to wander" is "to move 
or go about aimlessly." Nor did Peters and Waterman recommend a 
militaristically rigorous regime- between l :30 and 3: 15 ec1ch day the 
manager should wander-although they do believe that the wandering 
should be conscious, purposeful, and organized. 

Peters and Wt1tcrm;i11 did not discover tlwt 41. 5 percent of the variabil
ity in business productivity can be explained by wandering around. 
Rather, the prescriptive value of management by wandering arournl lies 

in the host of managcri.1l concepts captured and implied by the phrase. 
MBWA means th.IL managers neecJ to k1ww what their pcoplc
customers, employees, and vendors- arc doing c1ncl thinking. Peters and 
Waterman found tlrnt their excellent companies were "close le> the cus• 
wmcr," an<l thac MBW/\ is one w;iy to establish ;ind m;iint;iin this per
sonc1l rnpporl. MBW;\ mcilns Lli'1t mt111c1gcrs should trcc1t people as 
humans-th;il they should go out of their w.iy to listen to them and to 
praise them. Manngcrncnt by wa ndering around suggests thilt the people 
are more impor!Jnt thJ11 the numbers. 
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in d e te rm in in g ,  a priori ,  w h ic h  o f  several good ideas will w o rk  bes t25 
( th o u g h  ana lys is  c a n  be helpful ,  a posteriori ,  in  sorting  o u t  w h ic h  did).

The co n c ep t  o f  M B G A  is also im p o r ta n t  for its p rescrip tive value .  It 
tells m a n a g e rs  s o m e th in g  th e y  can  do  to  be  m o re  successful: Establish  a 
goal a n d  so m e  in te rm e d ia te  targets. T h e n  get so m e ideas a n d  try th e m  
out.  S om e will w o rk  a n d  so m e  w o n ' t .  See w h ic h  ideas m o v e  y o u  to w a rd  
y o u r  goals. You will n e v e r  k n o w  w h ic h  ones  arc  p roduc t ive  un t i l  you  
e x p e r im e n t  w ith  them .

M BGA also im plies  w h a t  m a n a g e rs  o u g h t  n o t  to do: D o n 't  sp e n d  all 
y o u r  tim e a t te m p t in g  to p lo t  o u t  y o u r  exact course .  You can  n ev e r  possi-  
bly get it right. In fact, y o u  ca n  be  su re  tha t,  no  m a t te r  h o w  carefully  you  
p lan ,  th ings will n o t  w o r k  o u t  as you  th ink .  M u r p h y  lurks  e v e ry w h e re .24

As a presc rip tion ,  m a n a g e m e n t  by  g rop ing  a long  is no t  m e a n t  to  be 
ta k e n  literally; m a n a g e r s  a re  n o t  su p p o se d  to  " sea rc h  a b o u t  b l in d ly ."  
M BGA  m e a n s  th a t  m a n a g e rs  n e e d  a c lear  sense  of  the ir  objectives, b u t  
will necessarily  be  in  th e  d a rk  a b o u t  h o w  to get there. M B G A  m e a n s  
th a t  m a n a g e rs  h av e  to  try lots o f  d ifferent a p p ro a c h e s— indeed ,  th a t  the  
o n ly  w ay  th a t  th e y  will le a rn  h o w  to realize the ir  objectives is th r o u g h  
m u c h  e x p e r im e n ta t io n .  M o reo v e r ,  M B GA  m e a n s  th a t  m a n a g e rs —  
especially successful m a n a g e r s — will m a k e  mistakes. G roping  m e a n s  tak-  
ing risks. G rop ing  m e a n s  m a k in g  m is takes.

Groping A long  and  th e  M yth o f  Managerial Prescience

M BGA directly  c o n tra d ic ts  a n o t h e r  s te reo type  o f  m a n a g e m e n t .  T h e  ste- 
reotypical m a n a g e r  ( n o w  a t  h is  club) w h o  confesses th a t  he  is ju s t  g rop-  
ing a long  is th e  b u t t  o f  th e  jo k e s  from  his m o re  confiden t,  a l l -k n o w in g  
colleagues. "T h e  r ew r i t in g  o f  co rp o ra te  h is to ry ,"  w h ic h  R osabeth  M oss  
Kanter ,  o f  the  H arvard  Bus iness  School,  a rgues  " is  o f ten  p a r t  o f  the  
in n o v a t io n - a n d - c h a n g e  p ro ce ss ,"  can  m e a n  th a t  "acc iden ts ,  u n c e r ta in -  
ties, a n d  m u d d le - h e a d e d  co n fu s io n s  d isa p p ea r  in to  c lear-s igh ted  s trate-  
g ie s ."25 M a n ag e rs  a re  n o t  su p p o se d  to g rope  a long , b u t  they  do.

W h e n  an y  m a n a g e m e n t  s to ry  is told, the  em phas is  is o n  p rem e d i ta ted  
a n d  pu rposefu l  ac t io n  r a th e r  t h a n  o n  g rop ing .26 The m a n a g e r  h a rd ly  
w a n ts  to p o r tra y  h im s e l f  as m e re ly  h av in g  s tu m b led  o n to  success. Ob- 
served N ietzsche, " N o  v ic to r  believes in c h a n c e ." 27 A nd  yet, w rites  
K an te r ,  " T h e re  is a lo n g  p h i lo s o p h ic  trad i t ion  a rgu ing  th a t  ac tion  pre-  
cedes th o u g h t ;  a ' r e c o n s t ru c te d  logic ' he lps  us m a k e  sense  o u t  o f  events,  
an d  th e y  a lw ays  s o u n d  m o r e  strategic a n d  less accidenta l o r  fo rtu i tous  
la te r ."28 T he h is to r ia n  m a y  serve as a c o -c o n sp ira to r  in th e  m a n a g e r 's  
effort to redefine  s tu m b l in g  as strategy. M a n y  chronic lers ,  w h e th e r  jo u r -
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in determining, a priori, which of scvcrill good idec1s will work best23 

{tl10ugh analysis can be helpful, a posteriori, in sorting out which did). 
The concept of MI3GA is also important for ils prescriptive value. It 

tells managers something they can do to be more successful: Establish a 
go;il ;ind some intermediate targets. Then get some ideas and try them 
out. Some will work and some won't. Sec which ide.is move you toward 
your goals. You will never know which ones arc productive until you 
experiment with them. 

M BGJ\ also implies what managers ought not to do: Don't spend all 
your time attempting to plot out your exact course. You can never possi
bly get it right. In fact, you can be sure that, no matter how carefully you 
plan, things will not work out as you think. Murphy lurks evcrywhere.24 

As a prescription, management by groping along is not meant to be 
tnken litcrnlly; 1rnrnagers are not supposed to "search t1bout blindly." 
MBGJ\ means that managers need a clear sense of their objectives, but 
will necessarily be in the dark about how to get there. MBGA means 
thal mnnagers have lo try lots of different approaches-indeed, that the 
only way that they will learn how to realiz.c their objectives is through 
much experimentc1tion. Moreover, MBGA means thc1t manc1gers
espccially successful managers-will make mistakes. Groping means tak
ing risks. Groping means making mistakes. 

Groping Along and the Myth of Managerial Prescience 

MI3GA directly contradicts another stereotype of management. The ste
reotypical m;inager (now at his club) who confesses that he is just grop
ing along is the butt of the jokes from his more confident, all-knowing 
colleagues. "The rewriting of corporate history," which Rosabeth Moss 
Kanter, of the Harvard Business School, argues "is often part of the 
innovation-and-change process," can mean that "accidents, uncertain
ties, and muddle-headed confusions disappear into clear-sighted strate
gies."25 Managers arc not supposed lo grope along, but they do. 

When any management story is told, the emphasis is on premeditated 
and purposeful action rather than on groping.26 The manager hardly 
wants to portray himself as merely having stumbled onto success. Ob
served Nietz.sche, "No victor believes in chance."27 And yet, writes 
K,rntcr, "There is a long philosophic tradition arguing that action pre
cedes thought; a 'reconstructed logic' helps us make sense out of events, 
and they always sound more strategic and less accidental or fortuitous 
lc1tcr."211 The histori.in may serve as a co-conspirator in the manager's 
effort to redefine stumhling as strategy. Many chroniclers, whether jour-
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itself. W ander ing  a ro u n d  is im p o r ta n t  on ly  because  il is a good  w ay  
to  accom plish  o ther,  real objectives. A m ong  o th e r  things, M B W A  helps 
p rov ide  th e  feedback necessary  for MBGA.

A m a n a g e r  can  try to  o b ta in  such  feedback in o th e r  ways.  O ften  a 
lop  m a n a g e r  will ho ld  a scries o f  lu n c h e o n  m eetings w ith  low er-leve l 
em p lo y ee s  in a special d in ing  room . The purpose ,  to give the  m a n a g e r  
a n  o p p o r tu n i ty  to h e a r  w h a t  the  em p loyees  are th ink ing ,  is laudable .  But 
the  e n v i ro n m e n t  is all w ro n g .  The setting reinforces the  differential in 
s ta tus  a n d  hard ly  conveys a desire  for give and  take b e tw e e n  equa ls .  T he 
m a n a g e r  has  n o t  w a n d e re d  a n y w h e re .  He has  s u m m o n e d  the  f lunkies 
to his turf. The ph rase  ' m׳ a n a g e m e n t  by w an d e r in g  a r o u n d "  is n o t  at  all 
sub tle  o n  this po in t:  the  benefits  co m e  from the  m a n a g e r 's  w a n d e r in g  
off to  visit cus tom ers ,  em p loyees ,  an d  suppliers,  n o t  by m a k in g  th e m  
c o m e  to  h im .

T h e  co n c ep t  o f  m a n a g e m e n t  by  w a n d e r in g  a ro u n d  is im p o r ta n t  for 
o n e  m o r e  reason . It gives m a n a g e rs  w h o  are  a lready  w a n d e r in g  a ro u n d  
(bu t  w h o  are n o t  su re  th a t  th e y  sh o u ld  be do ing  so) a license to keep  
d o in g  it. N e i th e r  the  ca r toons  in The New  Yorker n o r  the  t rad it iona l  m a n -  
a g e m e n t  l i te ra tu re  has  suggested  tha t  m a n a g e rs  ought to w a n d e r  a r o u n d  
a lot. M a n a g e rs  do strategic p lann ing .  T hey  develop  in fo rm a tio n  systems. 
But w a n d e r ?  M B W A  is im p o r ta n t  because  il has  he lped  so m e  m a n a g e rs  
be m o r e  ana ly tica l  an d  purpose fu l  a b o u t  w h a t  they  a lready  did natura lly .

The Value of MBGA

N ot o n ly  d o  m a n a g e rs  w a n d e r .  T h ey  also grope.  "M B G A " does n o t  offer, 
a n y  m o r e  th a n  does M B W A , a n e w  th e o ry  of  o rgan iza tional b e h a v io r  o r  
settle a f u n d a m e n ta l  deb a te  a b o u t  m a n a g e m e n t .  N either  can  the  im por-  
ta n ce  o f  M B G A  be a sce r ta ined  by app ly ing  the  s tandard  p ro ced u re s  of  
social sc ience.  Nevertheless ,  th e  idea o f  m a n a g e m e n t  by g rop ing  a lo n g  is 
a p o w e r fu l  idea, b o th  descrip tive ly  an d  prescriptively.

T h e  c o n c e p t  o f  m a n a g e m e n t  by g rop ing  a long  has  descrip tive va lue .  It 
e x p la in s  w h a t  m a n a g e rs  o f  large, successful o rgan iza tions  do w ith  m u c h  
o f  th e i r  t im e. W hi le  they  are  w a n d e r in g  a ro u n d ,  they  are  also g rop ing  
a long .  G o o d  m a n a g e rs  h a v e  a g o o d  sense  o f  w h e re  they  are  g o in g — or 
at least o f  w h e r e  they  are  try ing to  go. T hey  are cons tan t ly  lo o k in g  for 
ideas a b o u t  h o w  to get the re .  T h ey  k n o w  th a t  they  h av e  110 m o n o p o ly  
o n  g o o d  ideas  a b o u t  h o w  to ac co m p lish  the ir  pu rposes .  T hus,  g iven their  
bias for  ac t io n ,  they  sp e n d  less t im e  ana lyz ing  these  ideas th a n  experi-  
m e n t in g  w i th  them . Analysis  as well as in tu i t io n  can  be  very  helpfu l  in 
e l im in a t in g  ideas tha t  are  w a y  off target.  N either ,  h ow ever ,  is very  helpful
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itself. Wandering around is importn11t only bec,111se ii is a good way 
to accomplish other, renl objectives. Among ol her things, MI3 W /\ helps 
provide the feedback necessary for MBG/\. 

A mJnager can try to obtain such feedback in other wc1ys. Often a 
top manager will hold a series of luncheon meetings with lower-level 
employees in a special clini11g room. The purpose, to give the 111c111.1~cr 
an opportunity to hear what the employees arc thinking, is !Judablc. nut 
the environment is all wrong. The selling reinforces the differential in 
status and hardly conveys a desire for give and take between cqu;ils. The 
manager has not wandered anywhere. He has summoned the flunkies 
to his turf. The phrase "management by wandering around" is not at all 
subtle on this point: the benefits come from the ma11ager's wandering 
off to visit customers, employees, ancl suppliers. not by making them 
come to him. 

The concept of manngement by wandering around is important for 
one more reason. It gives managers who are already wandering around 
(but who arc not sure that they should be <laing so) a license to keep 
doing it. Neither the cartoons in The New Yorker nor 1he traditional man
agement literature has suggested that nrnnagcrs 0119'11 to wander around 
a lot. Managers do strategic planning. They develop infonm1tion systems. 
But wander? MBWA is important because it has helped some managers 
be more analytical c1nd purposeful about what they already did naturally. 

The Value of MBGA 

Not only do managers wander. They also grope. "M BG/\" docs not offer, 
any more than docs MI3WA, a new theory of oriani7.ation<1l behavior o r 
settle a fundamental debate about mcmagcmcnt. Neither can the impor
tance of MBGA be ascertained by applying the standJrd procedures of 
social science. Nevertheless, the idea of management by groping along is 
a powerful idea, both descriptively and prescriptively. 

The concept of manJgcmcnt by groping along has descriptive value. It 
explains what mnnagers of large, successful orga11i1.ations do with much 
of their time. While they arc wandering around, they arc also groping 
along. Good mJ1rngcrs have a good sense of where they arc going-or 
at least of where they Jre trying to go. They arc constc111tly looking for 
ideas about how to get there. They know that they have no monopoly 
on good ideas abou l how 10 accomplish their purposes. Thus. given their 
bias for action, they spC'nd less time analyzing these ideas th,111 experi
menting with them. Analysis as well as intuition can be very helpful in 
eliminating ideas that arc way off target. Neither. however, is very helpful 
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conccp t .  It suggests th a t  w e  k n o w  w h e r e  w e  are  go ing  and  th a t  w e  have  
a c lear  n o t io n  o f  h o w  w e  are  going to get there .

T h e  s t ra tcg ic -p lan n in g  ap p ro a ch  to  m a n a g e m e n t  is a n  effort to m a k e  
m a n a g e m e n t  m o r e  sy s tem atic— m o re  scientific. B o rro w in g  from the  con- 
cep t  o f  d y n a m ic  p ro g ra m m in g ,30 s trategic p la n n e rs  w o rk  b ac k w ard s  from  
w h e r e  th ey  w a n t  the ir  o rgan iza t ion  to  be  a t  so m e  t im e in the  fu tu re  to 
w h e r e  it is n o w ;  th e  objective is to deve lop  a policy, a n  " o p t im a l  p a th ,"  
th a t  tells the  m a n a g e r  h o w  to get f rom  h e re  to  there .  Implic it  in this 
th in k in g  is th e  belief  th a t  the  m a n a g e r  can  d e te rm in e  such  a n  optical 
p a th  f rom  a n  ana lysis  o f  the  o rg an iz a t io n 's  resources  a n d  capabilities an d  
its polit ical, cu l tu ra l ,  an d  ec o n o m ic  e n v i ro n m e n t .  H aving  deve loped  the  
strategic p lan ,  the  m a n a g e r  can  fo llow  it to  get precisely w h e re  h e  w a n ts  
to be.

Ironically , w h ile  business  is b e c o m in g  d is e n c h a n te d  w ith  strategic 
p la n n in g ,  g o v e r n m e n t  is b ec o m in g  m e sm e r iz ed  by  it. "S tra teg ic  p la nn ing ,  
as practiced by m o s t  A m er ic an  c o m p an ie s ,  is n o t  w o rk in g  very  w e l l ,"  
w ri tes  R obert  II. Hayes o f  th e  H arvard  B usiness  School. This, he  argues, 
is b ec a u s e  A m er ic an  c o m p a n ie s  h av e  a " 's t r a t e g ic  leap '  m e n ta l i ty "  ra th e r  
th a n  o n e  th a t  seeks " c o n t in u a l  in c re m en ta l  im p ro v e m e n ts ."  C om par ing  
in te rn a t io n a l  b us iness  co m p e ti t io n  to  guerr i l la  w ar fa re  th a t  is tak ing  place 
in " a  s w a m p  w h o s e  to p o g ra p h y  is co n s tan t ly  c h a n g in g ,"  Hayes described 
A m e r ic a n  bus iness  as " a  b u n c h  o f  h a re s  tra in ed  in c o n v e n t io n a l  w arfa re  
an d  e q u ip p e d  w i th  road  m a p s  [strategic p la n s ]"  w h i le  the  J a p a n e se  an d  
G e rm a n s  a rc  " a  b u n c h  o f  tortoises th a t  a re  expe r t  in guerrilla tactics an d  
a rm e d  w i th  c o m p a s s e s ." 31

H ayes 's  m e ta p h o r  o f  a s w a m p  d ram a tiz es  (in a w a y  th a t  m y  m e ta p h o r  
of  c l im bing  a m o u n ta in  does  no t)  th a t  th e  political, econom ic ,  a n d  social 
e n v i r o n m e n t  o f  b o th  a bus iness  firm a n d  a g o v e r n m e n t  agency  is con- 
s tan tly  c h a n g in g .  B u t  the  m e ta p h o r  o f  guerr i l la  w arfa re  is n o t  qu ite  right 
for g o v e rn m e n t .  A business  firm is, in deed ,  try ing  to  defeat its com peti-  
to rs— to w in  a b igger  m a rk e t  share .  A g o v e r n m e n t  agency  is trying to 
ach icve  pub lic  p u rposes .  A l th o u g h  th e  political rhe to r ic  em phasizes  
c l im bing  m o u n ta in s  (e.g.,  the  "s tra teg ic  le a p "  o f  erad ica ting  poverty) ,  
the  real goals a re  m o re  m o d e s t  (finding jo b s  for so m e  w elfare  recipients).  
A b e t te r  m e ta p h o r  for  g o v e r n m e n t  m a n a g e m e n t  m igh t be c l im bing sand 
dunes .  T he  to p o g ra p h y  is c h a n g in g  cons tan t ly ,  a n d  the  footing never  
very  sure.  T he objective is n o t  to  defeat o th e rs  at guerr il la  w arfa re  b u t  to 
scale s o m e  m o d e s t  b u t  still s ignificant heigh ts .

As g o v e rn o r  o f  N ew  H am p sh ire ,  J o h n  S u n u n u  a rg u e d  th a t  it is difficult, 
im possib le , an d ,  in fact, a m is take  to  d eve lop  a c o m p re h en s iv e  plan  for 
the fu tu re :  "Y ou  can  th in k  y o u  k n o w  m o r e  a b o u t  th e  system th a n  you
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concept. rt suggests that we know where we .ire going and that we have 
a clear notion of how we arc going to get there. 

The strategic-planning approach to management is an effort to make 
mc1nagcment more systematic- more scientifk. Borrowing from the con
cept of dynamic programming,30 strategic planners work backwards from 
where they want their organirntion lo be at some time in the future to 
where it is now; the objective is to develop a policy, an "optimal path," 
that tells the manc1ger how to get from here to there. Implicit in this 
thinking is the belief that the manc1gcr can determine such an optical 
pc1th from an c1nalysis of the orgc1nization's resources and capabilities and 
its political, cultural, and economic environment. llaving developed the 
strc1tcgic plan, the manager can follow it lo gc\ precisely where he wants 

to be. 
Irnnirn\ly, while business is becoming disenchanted with strategic 

planning, government is becoming mesmerized by it. "Strategic planning, 
as prc1cticed by most American companies, is not working very well," 
writes Robert II. IIayes of the Harvard I311.1siness School. This, he argues, 
is bccJusc American compc1nics have a "'strategic leap' mc111.1lity" ra ther 
lhJn one that seeks "co11tim1c1l incremental improvements." Comparing 
international business competition to guerrilla warfare thc1t is taking place 
in "a swamp whose topography is constantly changing," Hayes described 
American business as "a bunch of hares trained in conventional warfare 
and equipped with road maps [strategic plansj" while the Japanese and 
Germans arc "a bunch of tortoises that arc expert in guerrilla tactics and 
armed with compasses."31 

Haycs's mctt1phor of a swamp dramatizes (in a way that my metaphor 
of climbing a moun\.lin docs llol) that the political, C(Ol1omic, and social 
environment of both a business firm and a governmetlt agency is con
stantly changing. But the metaphor of guerri lla warfare is not quite right 
for government. A business firm is, indeed, trying to defeat its competi
tors-to win a bigger market share. A government agency is trying to 
c1chicvc public purposes. Although the political rhetoric emphasizes 
climbing mountains (e.g., the "strategic leap" of eradicating poverty), 
the real goals are more modest (finding jobs for some welfare recipients). 
A beuer metaphor for government management might be climbing sand 
dunes. The topogrnphy is changing constantly, and the footing never 
very sure. The objective is not to defeat others al guerrilla wc1rfore but to 
scale some modest bul still signifirnnl heights. 

As governor of New Hampshire, John Sununu argu<'d that it is difficult, 
impossible, and, in foo, a mistake to develop a comprehensive plan for 
the future: "You can '.hink you know more about the system than you 
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nalists o r  scholars,  lo o k  for in te resting  lessons— lessons th a t  can  be found 
in the m a n a g e r 's  in te lligen t an d  flawless (or m isgu ided  a n d  inept)  fore- 
casts, decisions, an d  actions. H ow  can  there  be a story if all the  m a n a g e r  
did was g rope  a long?

In g o v e rn m e n t ,  th e re  is an  add i t iona l  reason  w h y  a m a n a g e r  will no t  
adm it to g rop ing  a long. To conv ince  all those  w h o  con tro l  the  n u m e ro u s  
checks a n d  ba lan c es  involved  in au tho riz ing  a n e w  policy, the  public  
m a n a g e r  h a s  to  oversell the  idea as very, very  good. But if th e  idea is so 
good, w h y  sh o u ld  w e  m ere ly  ex p e r im en t  w ith  it? H o w  can  w e  deny  
an y o n e  th e  benefits  o f  this w o n d e r fu l  n e w  idea? T hus  w e  e n a c t  legisla- 
t ion  o r  a d o p t  regu la t ions  to e n s u re  th a t  the  policy applies  to  everyone.  
T o m o rro w . If h a v in g  so m e  " m o d e l  cities" in a few u rb a n  a reas  is a good 
idea, every  city o u g h t  to be  a " m o d e l  ci ty ."

The Legislator 's  C oncei t  is th a t  the  idea itself—•the po licy— is all tha t  
m atters . I m p le m e n ta t io n  is a m e re  detail. If the  legis la ture gets the  idea 
right,  th e  tasks o f  m o tiva t ing  people ,  des igning system s, an d  build ing  
capabilities w ill be  trivial.  But th e  ba rga in ing  in h e re n t  in th e  legislative 
process (to say n o th in g  o f  the  ab sen ce  o f  h u m a n  prescience)  en su re s  that 
the  policy n e v e r  com es  o u t  " r ig h t . "  The legislation is full o f  ambiguities, 
con trad ic t ions ,  a n d  u n k n o w n s .  O ften it will be  u n c lea r  w h ic h  su m m it  
the  m a n a g e r  is su p p o se d  to  c l im b — o r w h e th e r  h e  is su p p o se d  to  d am  
the  valley  ins tead .  Yet g iven  the  durab il i ty  o f  the  d e lu s io n  th a t  w e  can 
separa te  m a n a g e m e n t  from  policy, few recognize  the  need  for the  m an-  
ager  to  g ro p e  a long. T he  polit ical d y n am ics  o f  in it ia l ing  policy ideas is 
b iased ag a in s t  such  e x p e r im e n ta t io n .29

T he co n c ep t  o f  m a n a g e m e n t  by g rop ing  a long, like th a t  o f  w a n d e rin g  
a r o u n d ,  is im p o r ta n t  for o n e  m o r e  reason . It too  gives m a n a g e rs  w h o  
sense  th a t  th e y  are really ju s t  g ro p in g  a lo n g  a license to  k ee p  o n  groping. 
N e ither  th e  m a n a g e m e n t  l i te ra tu re  n o r  ca r toons  in The N ew  Yorker sug- 
gest th a t  m a n a g e rs  ought to g ro p e  a long. M a n ag e rs  d ev e lo p  strategic 
plans. W h y ?  B ecause  th e y  will w o rk .  W h y  else? W h o  eve r  h e a rd  of  a 
m a n a g e r  w h o  ju s t  g roped  a long?  M BGA is im p o r ta n t  becau se  it can  help 
so m e m a n a g e r s  be m o re  ana ly tica l,  pu rposefu l ,  an d  u n a s h a m e d  abou t 
w h a t  th e y  a l re ad y  d o  na tu ra l ly .

Groping A long versus Strategic Planning

M a n a g e m e n t  by  g ro p in g  a long  so u n d s  so idiosyncratic.  — T he concept 
ru n s  c o u n t e r  to  o u r  e v a lu a t io n  o f  o u r  o w n  in te llec tua l  abilities—  
c o n t ra d ic t in g  o u r  des ire  to p la n  carefully  for the  fu tu re  a n d  degrading 
o u r  y e a r n in g  to  be ra t iona l .  S tra tegic p lan n in g  is a m u c h  m o re  attractive
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nalisls or scho!.1rs. look for interesting lessons- lessons thal c.m be found 
in the manager's intelligent and flawless (or misguided and inept) fore
casts, decisions, and actions. How can there be a story if all the manager 
did was grope along? 

In government, there is an additional reason why a manager will not 
admit to groping along. To ronvince all those who control 1he numerous 
checks and balances involved in authorizing a new policy, the public 
manager has to oversell the idea ilS very, very good. But if the idea is so 
good, why should we merely experiment w ith it? I low can we deny 
anyone the benefits of this wonderful new idec1? Thus we enact legisla
tion or adopt regulations to ensure tlrnt the policy applies to everyone. 
Tomorrow. If having some "mod el cities" inn few ur!Jan r1reas is a good 
idea, every city ought to be ;i "model city.'' 

The Legislator's Conceit is that the idea itself- the policy- is a ll that 
matters. Implementation is a mere detail. If the legislature gets the idea 
right, the tasks o f motivating people, designing systems, and building 
capabilities will be trivial. But the barg;ii11ing inherent in the legislative 
process (to say nothing of the nbscnce of human prescience) ensures that 
the policy never comes out "right." The lcgislc1ticm is full of a111!Jiguitics, 
contradiclions, ;111d unknowns. Often it will be unclea r which summit 
the manager is supposed to climb-or whether he is supposed to clam 
the valley instead. Yet given the durnbility of the delusion th.it we Glll 

separate management from policy, few recogni7.c the need for the man
nger to grope along. The political dynamics of initiating policy ideas is 
biased against such cxpcrimentntion.29 

The concept o f man;igcment by groping c1lo11g, like thnt of wn ndering 
around, is important for one more reason. It Loo gives ma1rngcrs who 
sense that they arc really jusl groping along a license lO keep on groping. 
Neither the management literature nor cartoons in The New Yorker sug
gesl that managers ou_qhl to grope along. Managers develop strategic 
plans. Why? Because they will work. Why else? Who ever heard of a 
manager who just groped along? MBGA is important bemuse it can help 
some managers be more analytical. purposeful, and unashamed about 
what they already do nalurnlly. 

Groping Along versus Strategic Planning 

Management by groping along sounds so idiosyncratic. -The concept 
runs counter to our eval uation of our own intellectual abilities
contradicting our desire to plan c;srcfully for the future and degrading 
our yearni ng to be rational. Slratcgk planning is a much more attractive 

' .. 
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m ight a t te m p t  to  bu ild  a fortress; th e  following m o n th ,  b ec au se  a scout 
discovered  a n  e n e m y  o u tp o s t ,  they  m ig h t  decide to a t tack  it. W i th  no  
real sense  o f  p u rp o se ,  th e y  barga in  (fight?) w i th  each  o th e r  for this 
m o n th 's  policy.

In con tras t ,  th o se  m a n a g e rs  w h o  are  g rop ing  a lo n g — n o t  g rop ing  
around, b u t  g rop ing  along— n o t  on ly  possess a good  com pass .  T hey  also 
k n o w  in w h ic h  a z im u th  th e y  are  h e a d ed .  Along the  w ay ,  they  m a y  learn  
so m e th ings  a b o u t  s w a m p s  in  general,  a b o u t  this par t icu la r  s w a m p ,  a b o u t  
the  techno logy  o f  b a te a u s ,  a b o u t  the  ecology of  quagm ires ,  a n d  a b o u t  
the  princip les o f  nav ig a t io n .  T h e  m a n a g e r  m a y  be g roping  a long , b u t  he  
has  no  troub le  specifying th e  utility o f  his n e w  kn o w led g e :  it is v a luab le  
if it helps h im  get w h e r e  h e  a n d  his o rgan iza tion  are going. Such  k n o w l-  
edge m a y  also be  v a lu a b le  in he lp ing  the  m a n a g e r  to m odify  his 
a z im u th — to clarify w h a t  his objectives sh o u ld  be.

L indb lom 's  " m u d d l in g  th r o u g h "  co n c ern s  public  p o l ic y -m ak in g — the  
fo rm u la t io n  o f  policies by  ana lys ts  a n d  the  ba rga in ing  over  policies by  
interests .  " G ro p in g  a lo n g "  focuses o n  public  m a n a g e m e n t— th e  leader-  
sh ip  of  g o v e r n m e n t  agencies  by  th e ir  top  m a n a g e rs .35 L indb lom  is con-  
cc rned  w ith  h o w  a lost p a t ro l  in  the  deser t  selects th e  rou tes  it will 
c o n s id e r  tak ing , c o m p a re s  th e  prospec ts  and  pitfalls o f  these  different 
rou tes ,  a n d  b a rga in s  to dec ide  w h ic h  o n e  it will try first. I a m  c o n c e rn e d  
w i th  h o w  the  ca p ta in  leads  th is  lost patro l back  to  its fortress.

Indeed ,  b o th  stra teg ic  p la n n in g  a n d  m u d d l in g  th ro u g h  are  m o r e  con-  
cc rned  w ith  p o l ic y -m ak in g  th a n  m a n a g e m e n t .  B oth  em p h as ize  the  
choice  o f  a policy r a th e r  th a n  th e  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  one;  they  se e m  to 
im ply  th a t  o n ce  the  co rrec t  policy  is es tab l ished— either  th r o u g h  analysis  
an d  strategic p la n n in g  o r  t h r o u g h  barga in ing  an d  m u d d l in g  t h r o u g h —  
the  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  this  policy is a relatively trivial exercise. T he  tasks of  
m obil iz ing  resources ,  m o t iv a t in g  peop le ,  modifying goals, an d  bu ild ing  
o rgan iza t iona l  capac ity  a re  n o t  addressed .

The policy o f  ET CHOICES w a s  es tab l ished  th ro u g h  a process th a t  could  
well be described  as m u d d l in g  th ro u g h .  In  fact, L indb lom 's  a p p ro a c h  of  
" succcss ive - l im iled  c o m p a r i s o n s "  describes well h o w  th e  policy o f  ET 
CHOICES w a s  dev e lo p e d .  G oals  w e r e  n o t  ch osen  first an d  th e n  a l te rna-  
tivcs ana lyzed  to see  w h ic h  o n e  best ach ieved  those  goals; r a th e r  the  
co m p le te  p ackage  o f  p la c e m e n t  en d s  an d  of  tra in ing  a n d  jo b -sea rch  
m e a n s  w a s  dev e lo p e d  s im u l ta n eo u s ly .  Analysis  o f  the  policy and  its alter- 
nat ives  w as  drastically  l im ited ; th e re  w a s  n e i th e r  the  t im e n o r  the  re- 
sources  to  e x a m in e  all th e  possibilities. Yet the  final policy w as  acceptab le  
to liberal advoca tes  for  th e  w e lfa re  recipients,  to G o v ern o r  M ichae l S. 
D ukak is  (w h o  o ften  to o k  liberal posit ions o n  social policy b u t  conserva-
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might t1ltc111p1 to build a fortress; the following month. bc>causc a scout 
discovered an enemy outpost, they might decide lo attack it. With no 
rct1I sense of purpose. they bargain (fight?) with ct1ch other for this 
1110111h's policy. 

l11 contrast, those managers who are groping along- not groping 
aro1111d, but groping along- not only possess a good compass. They also 
know in which azimuth they arc headed. Along the way, they may learn 
some things auout swamps in general. about 1his particular swamp, about 
the technology of bateaus, about the ecology of quagmires, and about 
the principles of navigation. The m~nager may be groping along, but he 
has no trouble specifying the utility of his new knowledge: it is valuable 
if it helps him get where he and his organization arc going. Such knowl
edge may also be vc1luc1blc in helping the man.igcr to modify his 
azimuth- lo clnrify what his objectives should be. 

Lindblom's "muddling through" concerns public policy-making-the 
formulation of policies by analysts and the bargaining over policies by 
interests. "Groping along'' focuses on public management-the leader
ship of government agencies by their top managers. 35 Lindblom is con
cerned with how a lost patrol in the desert selects the routes it will 
consider lclking, compares the prospects and pitfolls of these different 
routes. and bc1rgains to decide which one it will try first. l am concerned 
with how the captain leads this lost patrol back to its fortress. 

Indeed, uoth strategic planning and muddling through are more con
cerned with policy-making than management. Both emphasize the 
choice of a policy rather than the management of one; they seem to 
imply that once the correct policy is established-either through analysis 
and strategic planning or through bargaining and muc.!dling through
the management of this policy is a relatively trivial exercise. The tasks of 
mobilizing resources, motivating people, modifying goals, and building 
org,mizational capacity arc not addressed. 

The policy of ET CHOICES was established through a process that could 
well be described as muddling through. In fact. Lindulorn·s approach of 
"successive-limited comparisons" describes well how the policy of ET 
CI IO ICES was developed. Goals were not chosen first and then alterna
tives analyzed to sec which one best achieved those goals; rather the 
complete rc1ckage of placement ends and of training and job-search 
means was developed simultaneously. Analysis of the policy and its alter
natives was drastically limited; there was neither the time nor the re
sources to examine all the possibilities. Yet the final policy was acceptable 
lo lil>crc1I advocates for the welfare recipients, lo Governor Miclrnel S. 
Dukakis (who often took liberal positions on socic1l policy but conserva-
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really d o . "  F urther,  S u n u n u  a rgued ,  lo ng -range  p lann ing  crcatcs " long-  
range  c o m m itm e n ts "  tha t  possess " t r e m e n d o u s  inertia,  som e tim es ,  in 
a l loca ting  resou rces ."  D raw ing  u p o n  his eng inee r ing  train ing, S u n u n u  
used th e  concep t o f  feedback in a sim ple contro l  sy s tem ”  to i llustrate the  
k ind  o f  policy  m e c h a n ism  he  th o u g h t  w o rk e d  best: " I t 's  a little like being 
in th e  s h o w e r .  It gets a little too hot,  you  tu r n  the  cold w a te r  on .  It gets 
a little to o  cold, you  tu rn  the ho t w a te r  on .  [You do that]  instead of  
try ing to  des ign a system th a t  w i th  o n e  se tting  o f  the  dials w o u ld  a lw ays  
deliver  exac t ly  the  right te m p e ra tu re ;  th a t  is a very difficult ta sk ."  Su- 
n u n u  a p p l ied  this concep t to pub lic  m a n a g e m e n t :  " W h a t  you  m a y  w a n t  
to do is c re a te  a m e c h a n ism  th a t  is lean an d  d y n a m ic  a n d  responsive  as 
y o u  go a lo n g  in o rd e r  to a c c o m m o d a te  the  response  of  th e  sys tem  to 
ch a n g c s  a n d  inpu ts  th a t  you  h av e  e i the r  n o  con tro l  over  or, in fact, ca n ' t  
identify  . . . You deve lop  a sys tem  th a t  a l low s you  to re spond  to ch an g in g  
e n v i ro n m e n ts ,  chang ing  n eed s  a n d  ch a n g in g  times. You c a n n o t  lay out,  
today ,  t h e  script. But you  can  build  th e  m e c h a n is m  tha t  is able to  adap t,  
a n d  re s p o n d ,  an d  reform , an d  al loca te  resources,  an d  focus energies. 
T h a t 's  all y o u  can  d o . " ’3 T h a t  is, public  m a n a g e rs  need  to des ign systems 
th a t  p e r m i t  th e m  to m a n ag e  by  g ro p in g  a long.

Groping Along and M uddling Through

In  h is  classic article "T he  Science o f  M u d d l in g  T h ro u g h ,"  Charles  E. 
L in d b lo m  o f  Yale U niversity  a rgues  tha t ,  b o th  descrip tively  an d  prescrip- 
tiveiy, " t h e  m e th o d  o f  successive l im ited  c o m p a r iso n s"  is su p e r io r  to " th e  
ra t io n a l - c o m p re h e n s iv e  m e t h o d . " M T rue  s trategic p la n n in g  is im possible , 
h e  w ri te s ,  b ec au se  the  necessary  " m e a n s - e n d s  ana ly s is"  c a n n o t  be done .  
L in d b lo m  arg u e s  th a t  the  " l im its  o f  h u m a n  in te llectual capacities a n d  on  
av a i lab le  in fo rm a t io n  set defin ite  limits to  m a n 's  capacity  to be  com pre -  
h e n s iv e . "  T h u s  "e v e ry  a d m in is t ra to r , "  h e  c o n t in u es ,  " m u s t  find w ays 
d ras t ica lly  to  s im plify ."  To do  this, the  a d m in is t ra to r  relics u p o n  a "c o m -  
p a ra t iv e  ana lys is  o f  in c re m en ta l  c h a n g e s ."

S u c h  a n  a p p ro a c h  is also necessary  b ecau se  a d m in is t ra to rs  are  " u n a b le  
to f o rm u la te  th e  re levan t va lues  first a n d  th e n  choose  a m o n g  policies to 
ac h iev e  t h e m ."  C o n seq u en t ly ,  " o n e  ch ooses  a m o n g  va lues  an d  am o n g  
polic ies a t  o n e  a n d  the  sam e t im e ."  Public  policies are  selected, L indblom  
em p h a s iz e s ,  n o t  by  c o m p re h e n s iv e  ana lysis  b u t  th ro u g h  barga in ing  
a m o n g  differing  interests  an d  diffe rent ph ilosoph ica l  perspectives.

In  H ay es 's  s w a m p  o f  bus iness  co m p e t i t io n ,  those  w h o  are  m ud d lin g  
th r o u g h  w o u ld  a p p e a r  to h av e  n o  c o m p a ss  o r  even  an y  real objective. 
This m o n t h  th e y  m igh t  be try ing  to s tave  off a n  a t tack ; n ex t  m o n th ,  they
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really do." Further, Sum111u c1rgucd, long-rimgc plc11111i11g creates "long
range commitments" that possess "tremendous i11erliil, so111cti111es, in 
allocating resources." Drawing upon his engineering lrt1i11ing, St111um1 
used the concept of fcedbt1ck in a simple control system 12 to illustrate the 
kind of policy mechanism he thought worked best: " It's n Jillie like bci11g 
in the shower. It gets c1 liulc too hot , you tum the cold w;itcr on. rt gets 
a little too cold, you Lum the hot wc1ter 011. I You do that! instci'ld of 
trying to design a system thc1t with one selling of 1he di.ils would alwc1ys 
deliver exactly the right temperature; th.it is a very clifricult !ask." Su
nunu applied this concept to public management: "What you may want 
to do is create a mechanism that is lean and dyn,1111ic .rnd responsive c1s 
you go along in order to accommodate the response of the system to 
clrnngcs and inputs that you have either 110 c:ontrnl over or, in fact, rn11·1 

identify ... You develop J system th,ll allows you to respond tu changing 
environments, chang.ing needs and changing times. You cannot l.iy out, 
today, the script. But you can build lhc mechanism lhat is able to ;idapt. 
and respond, and reform, and allocate resources, and focus energies. 
That's all you can do."n That is , public m;in.1gers need to desi~n systems 
that permit them 10 manage by groping along. 

Groping Along and Muddling Through 

In his classic c1tticle "The Science of Muddling Through," Charles E. 
Lindblom of Yale University argues that, both descriptively and prescrip
livcly, "the method of successive Ii mi led comparisons" is superior to ''the 
rntional-comprehensive metho<l."H True strategic planning is impossible, 
he writes, because the necessary "means-ends analysis" c;rnnot be done. 
Lindblom argues that lhc "limits of human intellectual capacities and 011 

available information set definite fonits to man's capacity tu be compre
hensive." Thus "every administrnlor," he continues, "must Iin<l ways 
drnstically to simplify." To do this, the admi11istrcllor relics upon a "com
parative analysis of incremental changes." 

Such an approach is also necessary because administrators arc "unable 
to formulate the relevant values first and then choose among policies to 
achieve them." Consequently, "one chooses among values t1rni among 
policies at one and the same time." Public policies Me selected, Lindblom 
emphasizes, not by comprehensive analysis hut through bargaining 
among differing interests and different philosophical perspectives. 

In Hayes's swc1111p of business competition, those who arc muddling 
through would appear Lo have no compass or even any renl objective. 
This month they might be trying to stave off an attack; next month, they 
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a d a p ta t io n — b cc a u s c  th e y  h a d  a very  specific social vision  for their  
agency . T hey  w a n te d  to conve r t  w elfare  rec ip ien ts  in to  p roduc t ive  citi- 
zens. T hey  w a n te d  to be ru n n in g  w h a t  A tk ins  called  " o n e  of  the  m ost 
successful e m p lo y m e n t  p ro g ra m s in th e  c o u n t r y . ' '37

A bus iness  execu t ive  c a n  h a v e  a vision to o — indeed , possessing  a vi- 
s ion  is a ch a rac ter is t ic  o f  m a n y  successful f irm s.38 But b ecause  it is no t 
c o n s tra in e d  to  be  in  a pa r t icu la r  l ine o f  b u s iness ,  a firm c a n  quickly  
sw itch  its p r o d u c t  l ines— a n d  its vision. It can  m o v e  from  buggy  w h ips  
to b rak e  pads. T h e  R. J. R eyno lds  Tobacco  C o m p a n y  can  diversify into 
RJR Industr ies ,  a n d  th e n  sw al lo w  Nabisco B rands  to b ec o m e  RJR /N a-  
bisco. T he  firm  d id  n o t  h av e  to  live o r  die w i th  c igarette  co n s u m p tio n ;  it 
could  b e c o m e  a diversified fo o d -p roduc ts  c o m p a n y .  Indeed ,  Hayes argues 
tha t  a bus iness  s h o u ld  s tart  n o t  by  es tab l ish ing  e n d s  b u t  by  creating 
m e an s :  " a  c o m p a n y  sh o u ld  beg in  by investing  in th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  its 
capabilities a lo n g  a b ro ad  f ron t . . .  as these  capabilities deve lop  and  
as techno log ica l  a n d  m a rk e t  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  app e a r ,  the  c o m p a n y  shou ld  
e n c o u ra g e  m a n a g e r s  w ell  d o w n  in the  o rg a n iz a t io n  to exploit  m a tch e s  
w h e re v e r  th e y  o cc u r  . . . Top m a n a g e m e n t 's  job ,  th e n ,  is to facilitate this 
k ind  o f  e n t re p re n e u r ia l  activity . . .  Do n o t  deve lop  p lans  an d  th e n  seek 
capabilities; in s tead ,  bu ild  capabilities an d  th e n  e n c o u ra g e  the  deve lop- 
m c n t  o f  p lans  for exp lo it ing  t h e m ." 39 For a firm co n c e rn ed  w i th  its sur-  
vival,  e n c o u ra g in g  th e  creative  a n d  e n t re p re n e u r ia l  use  of  its existing 
capabilit ies  m a k e s  perfect sense.

F or  a g o v e r n m e n t  agency , h o w e v e r ,  this k ind  o f  en t re p re n e u r sh ip  (de- 
riving s tra tegy  from  capabilities) has  lim ita tions.  A tk ins could  take his 
d e p a r tm e n t  in to  the  " jobs  b u s in e ss"  n o t  on ly  b ecau se  no  o n e  else in 
M a ssac h u se t ts  w a s  in  the  bus iness  of  f inding jobs  for w elfare rec ipients 
b u t  also b e c a u s e  this  activity fit w i th in  th e  overall public  m ission  of  his 
o rgan iza t ion .  But as co m m iss io n e r  o f  public  w elfare ,  he  could  n o t  take 
o n  th e  m iss io n  o f  c lea n in g  u p  p o l lu t ion  in B os ton  H arb o r  o r  acqu ire  the  
city of  Springfield. He cou ld  n o t  even  seize the  o p p o r tu n i ty  crea ted  by 
his new ly  a c q u ire d  jo b - t r a in in g  an d  jo b -p la c e m e n t  capabilities to p rov ide  
these  services to  w elfa re  recip ients in  R h o d e  Is land  o r  even  to th e  general 
public  in M assachuse t ts .

B ecause A tk ins ,  G lynn ,  B u rk e -T a tu m ,  an d  Pillsbury w ere  g rop ing  to- 
w a rd  very  specific policy  objectives, the ir  processes  o f  a d a p ta t io n  differed 
from  those  for b u s in e ss .40 T hey  w e re  n o t  ju s t  ad a p t in g  the ir  o rgan iza tion  
to ch a n g e s  in its e n v i ro n m e n t .  N or  w e re  th e y  m ere ly  an t ic ipa ting  envi- 
ro n m e n ta l  chan g es ,  p ro sp ec t in g  c o n t in u o u s ly  for n e w  m a rk e t  o p p or tu n i-  
ties, o r  a t te m p t in g  to  sh a p e  th e ir  e n v i ro n m e n t  a n d  forcing the ir  co m p e t i -
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ndaptation- bcrnusc they had a very specific social vision for their 
agency. They wanted to convert welfare recipients into productive cili
zens. They w<1me<l to be running what Atkins called "one of the most 
successful employment programs in the country."37 

A business executive can have a vision Loo-indeed, possessing a vi
sion is J cl1<1ractcristic of many successful firms. 38 But bec<1use it is not 
constr.aine<l to be in a particular line of business, a firm can quickly 
switch its product lines-and its vision. It can move from buggy whips 
to brake pads. The R. J. Reynolds Tobacco Company can diversify inlO 
RJR Industries, and then swallow Nabisco Brands to become RJR/Na
bisco. The firm did not have to live or die with cigarette consumption; it 
could become a diversified food-products company. Indeed, Hayes argues 
that a business should start not by establishing enrJs but by creating 
me,rns: "a compnny should begin by investing in the development of its 
rnpabilities along a broad front ... as these capabilities develop and 
as 1cch11ological and market opportunities appear, the company should 
c11cou rage managers well down in the organi:rntion lo expl<>it matches 
wherever they occur ... Top management's job, then, is lo facilitate this 
kind of cntreprC'neurial activity ... Do not develop plans and then seek 
cc1pabilities; instead, build capabilities and then encourage the develop
ment of plans for exploiting lhem."39 Pora firm concerned with its sur
vivJI, encouraging the creative nn<l entrepreneurial use of its existing 
cnp,1bilities makes perfect sense. 

f-or a government agency, however, this kind of ent repreneurship (de
riving strategy from capabilities) has limitations. Atkins could take his 
department into the "jobs business" not only because no one else in 
Massachusetts wc1s in the business of finding jobs for welfare recipients 
but also bemuse this activity fit within the overall public mission of his 
organization. I3ut as commissioner of public welfare, he could not take 
011 the mission of cleaning up pollution in Boston Harbor or acquire the 
city of Springfield. Ile could not even seize the opportunity created by 
his newly acquired job-training and job-placement capabilities Lo provide 
these services to welfare recipients in Rhode Islc111d or even to the gcnernl 
public in Massachusetts. 

Bec.1usc Atkins, Glynn, Burke-Tntum, and Pillsbury were groping to
wt1rd very specific policy objectives, their processes of adaptation differed 
from those for uusiness. 40 They were not just adapting lhcir organization 
lo changes in its environment. Nor were they merely anticipaling envi
ronmental changes, prospecting continuously for new market opportuni
ties, or attempting to slrnpe their environment and forcing their competi• 
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tive ones  o n  fiscal issues), an d  to the  conservatives in th e  R eagan  a d m in -  
istration's D e p a r tm e n t  o f  Health  a n d  H u m an  Services.

The h is tory  of  ET can  be d ivided into policy a n d  m a n a g e m e n t  phases .  
First, a  policy th a t  w o u ld  establish bo th  the  ends  an d  the  m e a n s  o f  ET 
had  to be deve loped .  T h ro u g h  a process of m u d d l in g  th r o u g h  quickly, 
this phase  w a s  d o n e  in  less th a n  four m o n th s .  T hen ,  an  o rg an iz a t io n  th a t  
w ou ld  use th e  ava ilab le  m e a n s  to ach ieve  the  sta ted  en d s  of  ET h ad  to 
be led and  m a n a g e d .  T h ro u g h  a process of  m a n a g e m e n t  by g rop ing  
along, this  p h a s e  w e n t  o n  for o v er  five years.

Survival, Purpose, and A daptation

MBGA is a se quen t ia l  p roccss o f  ad a p ta t io n  in p u rsu i t  o f  a goal. The 
m a n a g e r  tries so m e  a p p ro a ch es ,  ach ieves som e succcsscs, ad ap ts  the  
m o re  successful a p p ro a ch es ,  an d  co n t in u es  to  p u r s u e  his goal.

Scholars  o f  bus iness  m a n a g e m e n t  h av e  w ri t ten  profuse ly  o n  a d a p ta t io n  
as s t ra tegy .56 T heir  em p h as is ,  ho w ev e r ,  is o n  cop ing  w ith  the  ex terna l  
en v i ro n m e n t  to  en su re  survival .  If the  o rgan iza t ion  is a bus ine ss  firm, it 
m akes  sense  to  e m p h a s ize  the  m anage r ia l  goal o f  survival.  It m a k e s  cm - 
pirical sense: the  f irm 's  m a n a g e r  is, in fact, a t te m p t in g  to  e n s u re  the  
co n t in u e d  su rv ival o f  the  firm. This is in  the  interest o f  n o t  on ly  the  top 
execu t ive  b u t  also th e  s to c k h o ld e rs  an d  the  c o m p a n y 's  o th e r  em p loyees  
(unless th e  s i tu a t io n  h a s  b e c o m e  so d isastrous th a t  survival requ ires  firing 
h a l f  o f  th e m ) .  In a d d i t io n ,  th e  survival o f  the  firm is socially useful. 
A ssu m in g  th a t  the  firm is n o t  im p o s in g  too m a n y  of  its o w n  costs o n  its 
physical o r  social e n v i ro n m e n t ,  the  co n t in u e d  ex is tence o f  th e  firm  in a 
free m a rk e t  is (by def in i t ion ,  accord ing  to the  values of  ec o n o m ic s)  good  
for society. People  a re  freely p ay ing  for the  goods o r  services th a t  the  
firm p roduces ,  a p rocess  th a t  itself es tablishes the  v a lu e  o f  th e  firm's 
efforts. T h u s ,  as long  as th e  firm is w illing to  play by th e  ru les  th a t  society 
estab lishes for th e  m a rk e tp la ce ,  w e  w a n t  it to strive for survival .

For g o v e r n m e n t  agencies ,  h o w e v e r ,  the  objective sh o u ld  be different. 
M a n y  pu b l ic  agencies  a re  c rea ted  precisely because  the  m a rk e t  c a n n o t  
p rov ide  its services efficiently (e.g., na t iona l  defense) o r  b ec a u s e  there 
exists n o  su c h  m a rk e t  a t  all (e.g., for welfare).  For su c h  g o v e rn m e n t  
agencies  m e re  survival is n o t  g o o d  e n o u g h .  Indeed , the  M assachuse t ts  
D e p a r tm e n t  o f  Public  W elfare  could  h av e  co n t in u e d  for d ecad es  to  deter-  
m in e  eligibility a n d  process  checks, a n d  A tkins, G lynn , B u rk e -T a tu m ,  
a n d  P il lsbury  w e r e  n o t  m o t iv a te d  by the  need  to en s u re  th e ir  agency 's  
survival. R a the r ,  th e y  p rac ticed  M B G A — their  m a n a g e m e n t  s tra tegy  of

146 Leadership Counts 

live ones on fisrnl issues), and to the comervativcs in the Rcagc1n admin
istration's Department of lie.11th c111<l Human Services. 

The history of ET can be divided into policy ,mcl manc1ge111cnt phases. 
First, a policy that would establish both the ends and the means of ET 
hJd to be developed. Through a process nf muddling through <1uickly, 
this phase was done in less than four months. Then, an orgc111ization th,ll 
would use the available means to achieve the stJtcd ends of ET had to 
be led and m anc1ged. Through a process of management by groping 
along, this phase went on for over five years. 

Survival, Purpose/' and Adaptation 

MBGA is a scquentic1I rrnccss of c1daptatio11 in purs11it of c1 goal. The 
manager tries some approaches, achieves some successes, ad;:ipts the 
more successful .:ipproachcs, and continues to pursue his goal. 

Scholars of business management have wrillen profusely on adaptation 
as strategy. 36 Their emphasis, however, is 011 coping with the cxtcmc1l 
environment to ensure survival. If the orgc1ni1.atio11 is a business firm, it 
makes sense to emphasize the managerial goal of survival. It rnc1kes em
pirical sense: the firm's manager is, in fact. c1ttcmpting to e nsure the 
continued survival of the firm. This is in the interest of not only the top 
executive but also the stockholders and the company's other employees 
(unless the situation has bec.ome so disastrous th,1 t survival requires firing 
half of them). In addition, the survival of the firm is sociully useful. 
Assuming that the f1rm is not imposing too many of its own costs on its 
physical or social environment, the continued existence of the firm in a 
free market is (l>y definition, according lo the values of economics) good 
for society. People are freely paying for the goods or services that the 
firm produces, a process that itself establishes the value of the firm's 
efforts. Thus, as long as the firm is willing lo play by the rules that society 
establishes for the marketplace, we' want it to strive for survival. 

For government agencies, however, the objective sho uld be different. 
Many public agencies arc crc<Hed precisely because the mmket cannot 
provide its services efficiently (e.g., national defense) or bemuse there 
exists no such market at all (e.g., for welfare). For such government 
agencies mere survival is not good enough. Indeed, the Massilchusctts 
Department of Public Wei fore could have continued for decades to deter
mine eligibility .and process checks, c111d Atkins. Glynn, Burke-Tatum, 
and Pillsbury were not motivc1tcd by the need to ensure their c1gcncy's 
survival. Rather, they practiced MBGA-thcir mJnJgemcnt strategy of 



M a n a g e m e n t  by G ropin g  A lo n g  149

relatively s im ple.  T he tru ly  difficult ta sk— the  o n e  tha t  m a y  best distin- 
g u ish  b e tw e e n  good  a n d  p o o r  m a n a g e r s — is the  ability to read the  am big- 
u o u s  results  o f  a n y  par t icu la r  u n d e r ta k in g ,  to recognize  w h e n  a n  initial 
guess  is w ro n g ,  an d  to te rm in a te ,  curta il,  o r  m odify  the  u n d e r ta k in g  
before  il c o n s u m e s  too  m a n y  resources .  E ven  good  m a n ag e rs  m ay  start 
o u t  g ro p in g  in the  w ro n g  d irec tion .  T hey  m a y  n o t  m a k e  few er  m istakes, 
b u t  they  do  recognize  a m is tak e  m o r e  qu ick ly  a n d  act app rop r ia te ly  to 
p re v e n t  it from bec o m in g  a ca lam ity .

Engineers and Laws: Managers and Principles

An e n g in ee r 's  p rofessional rep e r to i re  co n ta in s  th o u sa n d s  of  physical 
laws: F  = 111 x  a. E  = m x  C2. E  = / x  i?.42 T he en g in ee r  k n o w s  all 
th e  m a jo r  laws, a n d  r e m e m b e rs  e n o u g h  a b o u t  the  m in o r  o n es  to k n o w  
h o w  to look  th e m  up. W h ic h  physica l  law s th e  en g in ee r  em p loys  de- 
p e n d s  u p o n  th e  pa r t icu la r  p ro b le m  he  faces. All o f  the  law s are  correct. 
T he  task is to d e te rm in e  w h ic h  o n e s  a re  re levan t  a n d  h o w  they  ca n  be 
applied  to the  p ro b lem  at h a n d .  T h u s  th e  e n g in ee r 's  repe rto ire  con ta ins  
n o t  ju s t  the  eq u a t io n s  for th e se  law s b u t  also a n  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  h o w  
a n d  u n d e r  w h a t  c i rc u m sta n ce s  e a c h  la w  is useful. At the  beg inn ing ,  an  
e n g in e e r  n ev e r  k n o w s  precisely  h o w  h e  will solve a par t icu la r  p rob lem . 
He ca n  m a k e  so m e  guesses de r ived  f rom  his eng ineering  reperto ire . But 
lie does  n o t  k n o w  for sure.  So h e  e x p e r im e n ts  w ith  different ap p ro a ch es  
to  see h o w  the  physical la w s  h e  k n o w s  w o rk  in this cu r ren t  s ituation .  
T he  e n g in e e r  m u s t  g rope  a long .

T he  sa m e  is t ru e  for m a n a g e m e n t .  Like the  eng ineer ,  the  m a n a g e r  
has  a large professiona l rep e r to i re .43 T here  a re  th o u sa n d s  o f  m anage ria l  
princip les:

• , ,Stick to  the  K n i t t in g ."44
• "T h e  degree  to  w h ic h  th e  o p p o r tu n i ty  to use  p o w e r  effectively is 

g ran te d  to o r  w i th h e ld  f ro m  ind iv iduals  is o n e  opera tive  difference 
b e tw e e n  th o se  c o m p a n ie s  w h ic h  s tagna te  an d  those  w h ic h  in- 
n o v a t e . " 45

• "G iv ing  peop le  a role in sh a p in g  dec is ions secures the ir  com - 
m i t m e n t . " 46

• " In f lu e n c e  ad h e res  to  th o se  w h o  sense  w h a t  it is m a d e  o f ."47

As w ith  the  laws o f  physics, th e se  ru les  a re  b o th  prescriptive an d  descrip- 
live. F =  1)1 x  a n o t  on ly  describes th e  re la t ionsh ip  b e tw e e n  force, mass, 
a n d  acce le ra t ion ;  it also p rescribes h o w  m a n y  n e w to n s  o f  force you need  
to app ly  to  acce lera te  a b o d y  w i th  a m a ss  o f  50 k ilogram s at the  ra te  of  
50 m e te rs  per  second  sq ua red .  S imilarly, "s t ick  to the  kn i t t ing"  describes
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relatively simple. The truly difficult l.:isk- the one that mt1y best distin
guish between good and poor man,1gcrs-is the abilily to read the ambig
uous results of any pJrticular umkrtaking, to recognize when an initial 
guess is wrong, and to terminate, curtail, or modify the undertaking 
before it consumes loo many resources. Even good managers may start 
out groping in the wrong direction. They may not make fewer mistakes, 
but they do recognize a mistake more quickly and act appropriately to 
prevent it from becoming a calt1mity. 

Engineers and Laws: Managers and Principles 

i\11 engineer's profession.ii repertoire contains thousands of physical 
laws: P .!:: m x a. E = m x C2

• E = I x R."2 The engineer knows all 
the m;ijor l;iws, and remembers enough about the minor ones to know 
how to look them up. Which physirnl laws the engineer employs de
pends upon the particular problem he faces. All of the laws are correct. 
The task is to determine which ones are relevant and how they can be 
applied to the problem at hand. Thus the engineer's repertoire contains 
not just the equ.ations for these laws but also an understanding of how 
and under what circumstances each law is usrful. Al the beginning, an 
ei1ginecr never knows precisely how he will solve a particular problem. 
Ile can make some guesses derived from his engineering repertoire. But 
he docs not know for sure. So he experiments with different approaches 
to sec how the physical laws he knows work in this current situation. 
The engineer must grupe along. 

The snmc is true for management. Like the engineer, the manager 
h.is a large rrofcssional repertoire.43 There arc thousamJs of managerial 
principles: 

• "Stick to the Knitting."44 

• "The degree to which the opportunity to use power effectively is 
granted to or wilhhcl<l from individuals is one operative difference 
between those companies which stagnate and those which in
novate:·H 

• "Giving people a role in shaping decisions secures their com
mitment.''"(, 

• "Inrluencc adheres to those who sense what it is made of."4 7 

i\s with the laws of physics, these rules arc both prescriptive and ckscrip
tivc. F = m x a not only describes the relationship between force, mass, 
and acceleration.; it also prescribes how many newtons of force you need 
to apply to ;iccctcrnte a body with a mc1ss of 50 ki lograms at the rate of 
50 meters per second squared. Similarly, "stick to the knitting" describes 
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tors to re sp o n d .  T hey  w ere  in terested  in m o re  th a n  survival. They  h a d  a 
very specific m iss ion  for the ir  o rgan iza tion ,  and  they  w ere  aggressively 
groping th e ir  w a y  to w a rd  it.

Luck and the  Manager's Repertoire

Of course ,  th e  rea son  o rgan iza t ions  survive o r  goals are  ach ieved  m a y  
h ave  n o th in g  to d o  w ith  brilliant strategic p la nn ing ,  o r  effective bar-  
gain ing  a m o n g  interests ,  o r  in te lligent g rop ing  a long. It m a y  s im ply  be 
d u m b  luck. T h e  success of  som e public  m a n a g e rs  in  ach iev ing  public  
pu rposes  m a y  be largely a m a t te r  o f  luck.

Atkins did n o t  start  off groping , h o w ev e r ,  because  h e  k n e w  n o th in g  
a b o u t  m a n a g e m e n t  o r  n o th in g  a b o u t  e m p lo y m e n t  a n d  training. He had  
held  n u m e r o u s  m a n ag e ria l  posit ions in business  a n d  g o v e rn m e n t  (in- 
e lud ing  several  in th e  e m p lo y m e n t  an d  t ra in ing  field), a n d  h e  h ad  s tud ied  
public  m a n a g e m e n t .  Yet ra th e r  th a n  using  this k n o w le d g e  to deve lop  a 
m u l t iy ea r  stra tegic  p lan ,  h e  s ta r ted  off g rop ing  a long. He recognized  th a t  
he  k n e w  little a b o u t  his n e w  agency , ab o u t  w elfare  rec ip ients,  a n d  a b o u t  
the  M a ssac h u se t ts  political e n v i ro n m e n t  o f  1983. M oreove r ,  he  u n d e r -  
s tood  th a t  n o  strategic p la n — n o  m a t te r  h o w  bril l ian t— w o u ld  bring  
a long  his s e n io r  staff, m idd le  m a n ag e rs ,  an d  line w orke rs .  T hey  all h ad  
to g rope  a lo n g  toge ther ,  w h ile  A tk ins m o tiva ted  th e m  w ith  a series o f  
small w ins .

But A tk in s  d id  h a v e  a large m anag e r ia l  rep e r to i re— m u c h  o f  it dcvel-  
oped  d u r in g  h is  years w i th  Chase: es tablish  goals, m e a su re  results,  an d  
re w a rd  p e r fo rm a n c e ;  report f requen tly  to  y o u r  political supe r io rs  on  y o u r  
activities a n d  a c co m p lish m e n ts ;  k ee p  o n  top  o f  every  m a jo r  project in 
y o u r  a g e n c y .41 A tk ins  used  his en t i re  reperto ire .  He w as  g rop ing  a long , 
bu t  h e  w a s  n o t  d o in g  it blindly. He k n e w  w h e r e  h e  w a n te d  to go an d  
h a d  so m e  go o d  ideas a b o u t  h o w  to get there .

At a n y  o n e  t im e ,  a good  m a n a g e r  is g ro p in g  in a n u m b e r  o f  d ifferent 
d irec tions .  T he  b e t te r  m a n a g e rs — th o se  w i th  the  largest a n d  m o s t  appli-  
cab le  r e p e r to i re s— m a y  begin  g rop ing  in b e t te r  d irec tions.  But they  are 
still g rop ing .  T hey  do  n o t  k n o w  precisely h o w  to proceed ,  th o u g h  experi-  
ence  a n d  s tu d y  m a k e s  th e m  b e t te r  at selecting initial d irections.

B u t  a m o r e  im p o r ta n t  d is t inct ion  b e tw e e n  good  an d  b ad  m a n ag e rs  
m a y  be  h o w  qu ic k ly  th e y  learn  from  the ir  g roping.  M a n ag e rs  w ith  larger 
a n d  m o r e  d ive rse  reperto ires  m a y  b e  b e t te r  a t  recognizing  critical p a t te rn s  
an d  specific le ssons  (just as a gene ra l  w i th  m o re  battlefield  exper ience  
will be  b e t te r  a t u n d e r s ta n d in g  the  f low  of  th e  battle ,  cop ing  w i th  exigen- 
cies, a n d  recogn iz ing  o p p o r tu n i t ie s ) .  M o reo v e r ,  recognizing  a success is
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tors to respond. They were interested in more th;m survival. They h ad a 
vt>ry specific mission for their organization, .md they were ilggrcssivcly 
groping their way toward it. 

Luck and the Manager's Repertoire 

Of course, the reason orgc111iza1io11s survive or goc:ils MC achieved 111ay 
have nothing to do with brillianl strategic planning, or effective l>t1r• 
gaining among interests, or intelligent groping along. It may simply be 
dumb luck. The success of som<' public m.i11c1gers in c1d1ieving public 
purposes mc1y be lc1rgcly a matter of luck. 

Atkins did not st;irt off groping. however, bcc;1t1sc he knew nothing 
about management or nothing c1bout employment c11HI trt1i11i11g. He ht1d 
held numerous managerial positions in bminess ;111d government (in
cluding several in the- employment nnd trnining field), and he h.,d studied 
public managemcnl. Yet rather lhan using this knowledge to develop a 
multiyec1r strategic plc1n, he started off gropin~ c1lo11g. lk recognized thc1t 
he knew little about his new agency, about welfare recipients, .till! c1bout 
the Massachusetts political environment of 1983. Moreover, h e under
stood that no stralcgic plan-no matter how brilliJnt-wou ld bring 
along his senior staff, middle m,rnagers, and line workers. They all hc1d 
to grope along together, while Atkins motivated them with t1 series of 
small wins. 

But Atkins did have a large ma11agcri;il repcrtoirc-111ucl1 of it devel
oped during his ye:irs with Cltc1sc: establish ~oals, mc;isure results. and 
reward perform.mcc; rcporl frequently to your political superiors on your 
activities and accomplishments; keep on top of every major project in 
your agency.41 Alkins used his entire repertoire. Ile was groping along, 
but he was not doing il blindly. He knew where he wanted lo go and 
hc1d some good ideas about how to get there. 

At any one time, a good nrnnager is groping in a number of different 
directions. The better ma,rngcrs-those with the largest and most appli• 
cable repertoires-may begin gropin~ in beuer directions. Bui they me 
still groping. They do not know precisely how to proceed, though experi
ence and study makes them better at selecting initial directions. 

But a more import.int distinction between good and bc1d ma,rngcrs 
may be how quickly they learn from thei r groping. Manc1gers with larger 
c1nd more diverse repertoires mc1y he better ell recognizing critic,11 patlerns 
and specific lessons (just as a gencrnl with more battlefield experience 
will be better at understanding the flow of the battle, coping wilh exigen
cies, and recogni7.ing opportunities). Moreover. recognizing c1 success is 
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M anaging and Evaluating 
Social Programs

D uring th e  1960s a n d  1970s, th e  U nited  States co n d u c te d  a series o f  
"social e x p e r im e n ts "  to  d e te rm in e  w h a t  w o u ld  h a p p e n  if th e  n a t io n 's  
w elfare  sys tem  w a s  rep laced  w i th  a nega tive  incom e tax. In a 1987 analy -  
sis o f  these  ex p e r im en ts ,  Alicia H. M u n n e l l ,  vice p res iden t o f  th e  Federal 
Reserve B an k  o f  B os ton ,  e m p h a s iz e d  th a t  o n e  " le s s o n "  to em erg e  w as  
" t h e  m eri ts  o f  r a n d o m  a s s ig n m e n t ."  This lesson, she  a rgued ,  w o u ld  
beco m e

im p o r ta n t  if C ongress  e n d o r se s  th e  [Reagan] A d m in is tra t io n 's  p ro-  
posal to  e m b a rk  o n  a series o f  s ta te  ex p e r im en ts  in  w elfare  reform .
If these  ex p e r im e n ts  a re  to  h e lp  in im prov ing  the  w elfa re  system , 
they  m u s t  assign p a r t ic ip a n ts  ra n d o m ly  to  contro l  an d  t r e a tm e n t  
groups.  O n ly  this a p p r o a c h  avo ids  self-selection bias, a p h e n o m e n o n  
for w h ic h  n o  statistical m e th o d  c a n  co m pensa te .  N o w h e re  a re  the  
difficulties o f  e v a lu a t in g  p ro g ra m s  w i th o u t  r a n d o m  as s ig n m e n t  m o re  
a p p a re n t  t h a n  in  M assach u se t ts .  E ncourag ing  results h av e  been  
c la im ed for th e  s ta te 's  E m p lo y m e n t  a n d  Tra in ing  (ET) Choices p ro-  
g ram , b u t  th e  lack o f  a con tro l  g ro u p  m a k es  it impossib le to separa te  
the  effects o f  th e  t r a in in g  p ro g ra m  from  the  im pact o f  an  ec o n o m y  
op era t in g  w i th  very  lo w  levels o f  u n e m p lo y m e n t .1

Indeed , th e  M a ssac h u se t ts  D e p a r tm e n t  o f  Public W elfare w as  f requen tly  
criticized for failing to  ev a lu a te  ET CHOICES w ith  a policy ex p e r im en t  
tha t  inc luded  th e  r a n d o m  as s ig n m e n t  o f  som e w elfare recipients to a 
t r e a tm e n t  g ro u p  th a t  received  ET services and  o th e r  recipients to a contro l 
g ro u p  th a t  received n o  su c h  services.

8 

Managing and Evaluating 
Social Programs 

During the 1960s and 1970s, the United Stales comiuctcd a series of 
"social experiments" to determine what would happen if the nMion's 
welfare system was replaced with a negative income tax. In a 1987 analy
sis of these experiments. Alicia H. Munnell, vice president of the Federal 
Reserve Bank of Boston, emphasized that one "lesson" to emerge was 
"the merits of random assignment." This lesson, she argued, would 

hecome 

important if Congress. endorses the [Reagan] Administration's pro
pos.11 to <'mbark on a series of state experiments in welfare reform. 
If these experiments are to help in improving the welfare system, 
they must assign participants rilndomly to control and treatment 
groups. Only this approach avoius self-selection bias, a phenomenon 
for which no statistical method can compensate. Nowhere are the 
difficulties of evaluating programs without random assignment more 
apparent than in Massachusetts. Encouraging results have been 
claimed for the state's Employment and Training (ET) Choices pro
gram, but lhe lack of a control group makes it impossible to separate 
the effects of the training program from the impact of an economy 
operating with very low levels of uncmploymcnl. 1 

[mlccd, the Massachusells Department of Public Welfare was frefjucntly 
critici7,cd for failing to evaluate ET CHOICES with a policy experiment 
that incluckd the rnnclom assignment of some welfare recipients lo a 
t n.' Jtmenl group that received ET se rvices and other recipients to a control 
group that received no such services. 
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w h a t  " e x c e l le n t"  c o m p an ie s  do, an d  prescribes h o w  to b ecom e a n  excel- 
len t co m p an y .

U n fo r tu n a te ly ,  the  m a n a g e r  m u s t  cope w ith  tw o  com plica tions  tha t  
the  e n g in e e r  does  n o t  have .  First, the  principles o f  m a n a g e m e n t  are  less 
precise. "S t ic k  to the  k n i t t in g "  leaves am b ig u o u s  precisely w h a t  each  
f irm 's  (or agency 's )  kn it t ing  is. The m ass  and  acce lera t ion  of  a physical 
b o d y  are  v e ry  well defined. The kn it t ing  o f  a firm is not. S econd , w ith  
the  s in g u la r  excep t ion  of  the  first n a n o s e c o n d  of  the  Big Bang, th e  laws 
o f  physics  a p p ly  ev e ry w h e re  and  at all times. In contrast,  as H erber t  A. 
S im o n  o f  C a rn e g ie -M e llo n  University  observes, the  princip les o f  m a n ag e -  
m e n t  are  o f ten  con trad ic to ry .‘”' Peters an d  W a te rm a n  advoca te  " s im p le  
fo rm , le an  sta ff . But K ״19' an tc r  d em u rs :  " t o  p ro d u ce  in n o v a t io n ,  m o re  
co m p lex i ty  is essential;  m o re  re la tionsh ips,  m o re  sources  o f  in fo rm ation ,  
m o r e  ang les  o n  th e  p rob lem , m o re  w ay s  to  pull in h u m a n  a n d  m ateria l 
r esou rces ,  m o r e  f reedom  to w a lk  a r o u n d  an d  across th e  o rg a n iz a t io n ." 50

So h o w  d o e s  the  m a n a g e r  m a k e  use o f  the  various principles in his 
m a n a g e r ia l  repe rto i re?  Is "s lick to th e  k n i t t in g "  th e  principle th a t  m ost 
app l ies  in  th is  s i tua t ion?  H ow  n a r ro w ly  sh o u ld  a firm 's kn it t ing  be de- 
f ined?  A n d  is th e re  so m e  o th e r  m a n ag e r ia l  p r inc ip le— such  as " b e  alert 
to n e w  o p p o r tu n i t i e s " — tha t po in ts  in a con trad ic to ry  d irec tion?

W h ic h  pr inc ip les  th e  m a n a g e r  applies  d e p e n d s  u p o n  the  par t icu la r  
p r o b le m  h e  faces. All o f  the  m a n a g e m e n t  princip les are  correct. Som e 
arc  app l ica b le  in  so m e situations; so m e  in o thers .  The m a n a g e r 's  task is 
to d e t e r m in e  w h ic h  o n es  are  re levan t,  a n d  h o w  they  can  be a d a p te d  to 
a t tac k  th e  p ro b le m  at h a n d .  At the  beg inn ing ,  a m a n a g e r  n ev e r  k n o w s  
p rec ise ly  h o w  h e  will solve a pa r t icu la r  p rob lem . He ha s  som e ideas—  
b ased  o n  th e  th o u s a n d s  of  m a n ag e r ia l  pr incip les  in his reperto ire .  But lie 
d oes  n o t  k n o w  for sure. So h e  ex p e r im e n ts  to sec h o w  th e  princip les he  
k n o w s  w o r k  in the  cu r ren t  s i tuation .  Like A tkins, G lynn , B urke-T atu in ,  
an d  Pillsbury ,  a n y  m a n a g e r  m u s t  g ro p e  along.

J 50 Leadership Counts 

what "excellent" compc111ics do, c1nd prescribes how to become an excel
lent company. 

Unfortunately, the m.inc1ger must cope wi1h two complica1ions 1ha1 
the engineer docs 1101 have. First, lite princip:cs of m.i11c1gcmenl arc less 
precise. "Stick to the knitting" lcc1ves c1111biguous precisely wh,1t e.1ch 
firm's {or agency's) knitting is. The mc1ss and c1ccclcrntion of c1 physic.11 
body are very well defined. The knitting of i: firm is not. Second, with 
the singular exception of the first 11u11osccom1 of the Big Bang, the laws 
of physics apply everywhere and ill c1II times. In contrast, as Herbert A. 
Simon of Carnegie-Mellon University observes, the principles of mc1nc1ge
ment arc often contrc1dictory. 411 Peters and Waterm.in c1dvoc.1te "simple 
form, lean st.iff. ""9 But I<c1ntcr demurs: "lo rroduce innov.ilion. more 
complexity is essential; more rcl .11ionships, more sources nf informc1tio11, 
more angles on the problem , more wc1ys lo pull in hum.:m .:md m.ileri.:il 
resources, more freedom Lo wil lk Mound and across the organization."~0 

So how docs the ma11c1ger mc1ke use of the vciriou:s principles in his 
mc1nc1gerial repertoire? l:s ":slick to 1hc knitting" the prindpk 1hc11 1110:st 
;ippliC's in this silu<1lion? How n.irrowly should a firm's knitting be de
fined? And is there some 01hcr m.-in;igcrial pri11cipk- s11c:h .,s "be c11l' rt 
10 new opportuni1ics"- thc11 points in a contrc1diclory direc1io11? 

Which principles the 111,111.11.wr ,1pplics dc-prnds upon the pnrticular 
problem he foccs. All of the mc111.igemcnt princ:ipks c1re correct. Some 
me c1 pplicc.1l>k in some situ.it ions; some in oth<:.·rs. The 111an.iger's tc1sk is 
to determine which ones arc relcv.int. nnd how they can he adapted to 
at lack the problem cit h,rncl. AL the beginning. c1 m,1n.iger never knows 
precisely how he will solve ii rarticul.1r problem. He hJs some idcc1s
bascd on the thousands of ma11agcric1l principles in his repertoire. But he 
does not know for su re. So he experiments 10 sec how the principles he 
knows work in the current si1ua1icm. Like Alkins, Glynn. Burke-T.1tu111, 
and Pillsbury, any m,mc1ger must grope along. 
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251Decentralized Government

school principal who discovers students wearing beepers to stay 
in contact with their superiors in the drug trade. In a centralized 
system, the principal asks the school board to promulgate a reg- 
ulation about beepers. By the t ime a decision comes down, six 
months later, the students are carrying mobile phones— if not 
guns.

In today's world, things sim ply work better i f  those working in 
public organiza tions— schools, public housing developm ents, 
parks, training programs— have the authority to m ake m a n y  o f
their own decisions.

In the informat ion age, “ the pressure for accelerated deci- 
sion-making slams up hard against the increased complexity 
and unfamiliari ty o f  the environment about  which the deci- 
sions must be made,” Alvin Toffler wrote in Anticipatory De- 
mocracy. The result is “ crushing decisional over load— in short, 
polit ical future  shock. ” Toffler described two possible re- 
sponses:

One way is to a ttem pt to further strengthen the center o f  
government, adding m ore and yet more politicians, bureau- 
crats, experts, and computers in the desperate hope o f  out- 
running the acceleration o f  com plexity; the other is to begin 
reducing the decision load by sharing it with m ore people, 
allowing m ore decisions to be m ade "down below ” or at the 
"periphery” instead o f  concentrating them  at the already 
stressed and  m alfunctioning center.

Traditional leaders instinctively reach for the first alterna- 
tive. When fiscal crisis erupts,  they consolidate agencies and 
centralize control. When savings and loans fail, they create a 
superagency in Washington.  When drug traffic escalates, they 
appoint a national drug czar. But this instinct increasingly leads 
to failure. Centralized controls and consolidated agencies gen- 
erate more waste, not less. The Resolution Trust Corporation 
falls further and further behind the complexity of  the market- 
place. Our  drug czar watches in impotence as shooting wars be- 
tween drug gangs erupt  in city after city.

Entrepreneurial leaders instinctively reach for the decentral- 
ized approach.  They move many decisions to “ the periphery,”
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Decentralized Government:
From Hierarchy to Participation 

and Teamwork
There is nothing that can replace the special intelligence that a worker has 
about the workplace. No matter how smart a boss is or how great a leader, 
he/she will fa il miserably in tapping the potential o f  employees by work- 
ing against employees instead o f  with them.

— Ronald Contino, former deputy commissioner,
New York City Sanitation Department

־9־

1  ifty years ago centralized institutions were indispensable.  In- 
formation technologies were primi tive,  comm unica t ion  be- 
tween different locations was slow, and the public work force 
was relatively uneducated.  We had little alternative but to bring 
all our  public health employees together in one hospital, all our 
public works employees together in one organization,  all our 
bank regulators together in one or two huge institutions, so in- 
formation could be gathered and orders dispensed efficiently. 
There was plenty o f  t ime for information to flow up the chain of 
command and decisions to flow back down.

But today informat ion is virtually limitless, communicat ion 
between remote locations is instantaneous, many public em- 
ployees are well educated,  and condit ions change wi th blinding 
speed. There is no t ime to wait for informat ion to go up the 
chain of  comman d and decisions to come down. Consider the
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chain of command and decisions to come down. Consider the 
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usually happen because someone at the top has a good blue- 
print. Often, it happens because good ideas bubble up from em- 
ployces who actually do the work and deal with the customers.

Fourth, decentralized institutions generate higher morale, more 
commitment, and greater productivity. When managers entrust 
employees with important  decisions, they signal their respect 
for those employees. This is particularly important in organiza- 
tions of  knowledge workers. If we are to tap  the skills and 
commitment  of  development  specialists, teachers, and environ- 
mental  protection officers, we cannot treat them like industrial 
workers on an assembly line. Employers  o f  all kinds  have 
learned the same thing: to make effective use of  knowledge 
workers,  they must give them authori ty to make decisions. 
Management  fads come and go, as all public employees know. 
But participation is not a fad; it is all a round us, in virtually 
every industry.

Harlan Cleveland, former dean of the Humphrey Institute at 
the University of  Minnesota,  wrote a fascinating book about 
managing in a knowledge economy called The Knowledge Exec- 
utive. “ In the old days when only a few people were well edu- 
cated and ‘in the know,’ leadership of  the uninformed was likely 
to be organized in vertical structures of  comman d and control,” 
he said. “ Leadership o f  the informed is different: it results in 
the necessary action only if exercised mainly by persuasion, 
bringing into consultation those who are going to have to do 
something to make the decision work.” Authori ty,  in other 
words, is increasingly “ delegated up w ard .”  “ Collegial not 
command structures become the more natural  basis for organi- 
zation. Not  ‘command  and control ’ but ‘conferring and net- 
working’ become the m anda to ry  mod es  for get ting things 
done.” Cleveland called this “ the twilight of  hierarchy.”

While the rest of  society has rushed headlong away from hier- 
archy— whether through the student movements  o f  the 1960s 
or the w om en’s movement  that began during the 1970s or the 
entrepreneurial movement  of  the 1980s— most  governments 

: have held tight to the reins. Thei r message to employees has not 
,changed: Follow orders. D o n ’t use your heads, d on ’t think for 
yourself, d o n ’t take independent  action.  If  something goes
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as we have Already described— into the hands of customers,  
communities,  and nongovernmental organizations. They push 
others “ down below,” by flattening their hierarchies and giving 
authority to their employees.

Decentralized institutions have a number  o f  advantages.
First, they are fa r  more flexible than centralized institutions;

they can respond quickly to changing circumstances and custom-
ers’ needs. Doug Ross, former director of  the Michigan Corn- 
merce Depar tment,  oilers the perfect illustration. “ The only 
way we could serve our businesses in a rapidly changing mar- 
ketplace was by decentra l iz ing au th o r i t y , ” he told us. “ I 
couldn’t know as much about any of  our  programs as the people 
who were out in the field, dealing day in and day out with busi- 
nesses. If the decisions had to come up the chain of  command 
to me, I had to learn enough to make them,  and then they had to 
go back down, we could never respond quickly enough to the 
needs of  our customers.”

Second, decentralized institutions are more effective than cen- 
tralized institu tions. Front l ine  workers  are closest to most 
problems and opportunit ies:  they know what actually happens, 
hour  by hour  and day by day. Often they can craft the best solu- 
t ions— if they have the support  of those who run the organiza- 
t ion.  This  gives par t ic ipa tory  organizat ions  a t remendous  
advantage. Ronald Cont ino,  who used participatory manage- 
ment  to turn around the New York City Sanitation Depart- 
m en t ’s Bureau of  Motor  Equipment  (BME), puts it well: “On 
the basis of  proven experience, I regard the BME worker as our 
most valuable resource, who has more capability to improve the 
organization as an entity and solve its problems than barrels of 
managemen t  specialists bearing very profound ideas about : 
what should be done in the workplace. Armed with the em- 
ployee involvement programs that we have put in place, the 
worker has an overriding advantage: it is his/her  workplace.” $

Third, decentralized institutions are fa r  more innovative than <j 
centralized institutions. The policy experts at Ha rvard ’s Ken- .'5j 
nedy School of  Government  discovered this in their work on |  
the Ford Foundat ion’s Innovation Awards. Their  biggest sur-| |  
prise, they testify, was the discovery that innovat ion does not 1
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THE WORLD ACCORDING TO CREECII

Perhaps  the starkest  example of  decentra l iza t ion we came 
across occurred in the nat ion’s largest and most centralized bu- 
reaucracy: the Depar tment  of  Defense. According to military 
historian Martin van Creveld, successful armies have always 
decentralized authority. But during the 1960s, the U.S. military 
lost sight of  this lesson. Defense Secretary Robert  McNamara ,  
who came to the Pentagon from the helm of the industrial-era 
Ford Motor  Company,  was a devotee of centralized systems. 
Enthralled by the idea of  efficiency through centralized control 
and systems planning, his whiz kids churned out cost-benefit 
analyses and new regulations faster than the field commanders  
could follow them. Authori ty gravitated upward,  and those on 
the field felt their ability to make decisions slip away.

As the military bogged down in Vietnam, the urge to central- 
ize intensified. Ultimately,  President  Johnson took personal 
control of  the war. He ordered bombing runs and battlefield 
campaigns from the White House. His people at the Pentagon 
pored over aerial photos and pinpointed targets 10,000 miles 
away. Genera l s  at h ea d q u a r t e r s  in Vie t nam  c o m m a n d e d  
frontline troops over the radio. And the U.S. military paid the 
price.

Fortunately, our leaders learned from defeat. When they ex- 
pelled Iraq from Kuwai t in 1991, they used a very different ap- 
proach. President Bush, who stressed repeatedly that he would 
not repeat the mistakes o f  Vietnam,  gave General  No rman  
Schwarzkopf only two missions: expel Iraq from Kuwait and 
destroy the fighting power o f  I raq’s Republican Guards.  He told 
the military what he wanted done, but he let them figure out 
how best to do it. General  Schwarzkopf took the same att i tude 
with his battlefield commanders.

One of  those responsible for this philosophical shift was Gen- 
eral W. L. (Bill) Creech— a man who remains a legend within 
the U.S. Air Force, even in retirement.  In 1978, Creech took 
over the Tactical Air C o m m and  (TAC), a $40 billion, 115,000 
person, 3,800 aircraft operation.  On any given day, nearly half 
of its planes could not fly because of  mechanical problems. The
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wrong that is not strictly your responsibility, ignore it. If you 
absolutely have to make your own decision, choose safety. 
Never, ever, take a risk.

This message is enormously destructive. For decades it has 
• cowed public employees, left them docile, passive, and bitter. In 
traditional, hierarchical organizations, they may complain,  but 
they can barely conceive of  taking control into their own hands.

The resulting inertia carries an enormous price tag. “ Seeing 
the waste, some call for m ore  centralized controls,” says Gifford 
Pinchot III. “ But the waste is not being created by inadequate 
controls. It is being created by removing the sense and  fac t o f  
control from  the only people close enough to the problem to do 
som ething about it"  (emphasis added).

To return control to those who work down where the rubber 
meets the road, ent repreneur ia l  leaders pursue a variety of 
strategies. They use participatory management ,  to decentralize 
decision making; they encourage teamwork,  to overcome the 
rigid barriers that separate people in hierarchical institutions; 
they create institutional “ champions ,” to protect those within 
the organization who use their new authority to innovate; and 
they invest in their employees,  to ensure that they have the 
skills and morale to make the most o f  their new authority.  En- 
trepreneurial leaders also decentralize authority between gov- 
e r n m e n t a l  o r g a n iz a t i o n s — p u sh i n g  dec is ions  d o w n  from 
Washington to the states and from state governments to local 
governments.  We will discuss each of  these five strategies later 
in this chapter.

Governments that want  to be accountable to their citizens 
cannot  simply turn their employees free, of  course. Voters de- 
mand some accountability. Hence organizations that decentral- 
ize au thor i ty  also find th a t  they have to ar t icula te  thei r 
missions, create internal cultures around their core values, and 
measure results. Accountabil ity for inputs gives way to account- 
ability for outcomes,  and authori tar ian cultures give way to the 
kind of  “ loose-tight” cultures described by Peters and Water- 
man in In Search o f  Excellence, in which shared values and mis- 
sions take the place of  rules and regulations as the glue that 
keeps employees moving in the same direction.
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name on the aircraft’s nose.) He decentralized the supply opera- 
tion, so spare parts were available right on the flight lines. And 
he let squadron commanders  plan their own sortie schedules.

Creech lavished attention on his repair and supply people, 
improving their living quarters,  investing in their training, and 
spending his own t ime giving them briefings. He had every 
building in the TAC command given a fresh coat o f  paint,  and 
he invested in carpets and furniture and new barracks— on the 
theory “ that  if equipment  is shabby looking, it affects your 
pride in your organization and your performance.  . . . You ei- 
ther have a cl imate of  professionalism, or one of  deterioration 
and decay.”

He also publicized results, embraced compet i t ion ,  and al- 
lowed squadrons  and bases to concentrate on their missions. 
TAC set clear, measurable goals for each team. Creech encour- 
aged bases to put charts of  maintenance,  supply, and sortie per- 
formance on the walls. Often they put the most  vital statistics 
on big boards out in front of  the unit,  for the compet it ion to see. 
TAC began giving out trophies and holding annual awards ban- 
quets to honor the best squadrons.  “ We actively stressed com- 
pet it ion,” Creech explained.  “ We inst ituted new goals and 
standards, but  at the same time we gave the unit  control over its 
own pace and schedules to meet its year-end goals.”

“ It was not long before a strong comradery grew up between 
pilots and their crew chiefs,” according to Inc. “ And pretty 
soon one squadron was working over time to beat the other two 
squadrons in a wing, on everything from pilot performance to 
quality of  maintenance.”

The results speak for themselves:

■ When Creech left TAC, 85 percent of  its planes were 
rated mission capable, up from 58 percent when he ar- 
rived; he had taken TAC from the worst to the best of  all 
air force commands.

■ Fighter jets were averaging 29 hours a month  of  flying 
time, up from 17.

■ TAC was capable of  launching double the number  of  sor- 
•i ties it could when Creech arrived.

l 
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number of training sorties flown by its pilots had dropped 7.8 
percent a year for nearly a decade. Pilots who felt they needed 
25 hours of  flying t ime per month to stay combat  ready were 
getting 15 or less. For every 100,000 hours flown, seven planes 
were crashing— many because o f  faulty maintenance.  Pilots, 
mechanics,  and technicians were leaving TAC in droves. “ The 
U.S. military was coming apart ,” Creech later confided. “ It was 
worse than you think.”

Creech had worked in the Office of  the Secretary o f  Defense 
during the m id -1960s, and he had seen M cN am ara ’s passion for 
centralization and s tandardizat ion.  He decided that  passion 
was TAC’s biggest problem. The air force used “ a ‘one size fits 
all’ approach,” he said in a 1983 speech. “A single maintenance 
organization was created that was supposed to fit organizations 
as disparate as [the Military Airlift Command] ,  which does its 
main tenance  on the road, to [the Strategic Air Command] ,  
which operates out of  its main operating bases for alert, . . .  to 
TAC, which deploys in squadron size packages all over the 
world. . . . Everybody does it exactly  the same.”

in addition,  everything was centralized: maintenance,  parts, 
planning, scheduling. “ Control was at the top.” Every single re- 
pai r call had to go through the centralized maintenance  shop, 
called Job Control— a process that slowed maintenance  down 
to a crawl. Moving one F-15 part  through the supply system, 
Inc. magazine reported, “ required 243 entries on 13 forms, in- 
volving 22 people and 16 man hours for administ ra t ion and 
record keeping.”

Creech decided the cure was radical decentralization.  During 
the days o f  centralization, the air force had put the mechanics 
and airplanes in a central pool,  separating them from the squad- 
rons— the 24-pilot teams, each with its own name,  symbol,  and 
fierce loyalties, that  had entered American folklore during 
World War II. Creech reversed this. He assigned mechanics to 
squadrons,  giving each mechanic the cap and patch o f  his own 
squadron— the Buccaneers or the Black Falcons. He assigned 
airplanes to squadrons,  paint ing the squadron insignia— the 
same as the pilots and mechanics now wore— on their tails. (He 
even painted the name o f  the lead mechanic next to the pilot’s
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mands adopted many of  his ideas. One of  his disciples, General 
Larry D. Welch, succeeded him at TAC, then took his approach 
to the Strategic Air Command ,  and finally wound up as Air 
Force Chief of  Staff. In 1990, a Welch proteg6 took over the air 
force’s last centralized comman d,  the Military Airlift Com- 
mand,  and began spreading the gospel according to Creech. 
And in the army, General  Vuono’s Communi t ies of  Excellence 
program is essentially modeled on what Creech did at Langley 
Air Force Base, TAC’s showplace.

Creech was also inst rumental  in the success of  Bob Stone’s 
Model Installations initiative. When he was recruiting com- 
manders ,  Stone says, a funny thing happened.  “ I briefed a 
bunch o f  generals, and they all said, very tensely, ‘Have you 
shown this to Creech?’ I’d say no. And a couple of  them said, 
‘Well, I’d be interested in seeing what his reaction was.’ ” Once 
Creech came on board,  40 other commanders  followed.

DECEN'I'RALIZING PUBLIC 
ORGANIZATIONS THROUGH 

PARTICIPATORY MANAGEMENT

In his six years at TAC, Creech virtually doubled its productiv- 
ity. He did so simply by recognizing hum an  nature: people work 
harder and invest more of  their creativity when they control 
their own work. Manufacturing businesses that  embrace partic- 
ipatory management say it typically increases their productivity 
by 30 to 40 percent. Somet imes  the increase is far higher. “ The 
extra commitment  o f  the self-motivated doesn’t make jus t a 10 
or 20 percent productivity difference,” says Pinchot; “ someone 
who is fully engaged in his or her chosen work can do in months 
what rout ine a t tendance  to a task might not accompl ish in 
years.”

Participatory management  is flourishing in entrepreneurial  
public organizations,  from school districts to police depart- 
ments. Consider the New York City Sanitation Depar tment,  a 
huge, sprawl ing organization that  collects the garbage and 
sweeps the streets in a city of  7 million. In 1978, when Ronald
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■ The elapsed t ime between the order of a part and its de- 
livery had dropped from 90 to 11 minutes.

■ The crash rate had dropped from one every 13,000 flying 
hours to one every 50,000.

■ And the reenlistment rate for first-term mechanics had 
nearly doubled.

TAC accomplished all o f  this with no new money, no more
people, and a work force with less experience than the workforce 
in place through the years o f  decline. “ What was it primarily?” 
Creech asked. “We think it was organization. We think it was 
decentralization. We think it was getting authority  down to the 
lowest level. We think it was acceptance of  responsibility to go 
with that authority. We think it was a new spirit of leadership at 
many levels— making good things happen.”

In any organization, Creech told Inc., “ there are lots of  peo- 
pie just  waiting for you to give them some responsibility, some 
sense of ownership, something they can take personal pride in. 
And it’s amazing how, once you take those first steps, suddenly 
a thousand flowers bloom, and the organization takes off in 
ways that nobody could have predicted.”

Traditional managers assume that if they decentralize author- 
ity they will have less control,  he added. But the opposite is 
true.

When I left TAC, I had m ore control over it than m y prede- 
cessors. I 'd  created leaders and  helpers at all those various
levels. W ithout that k in d  o f  network below you, you 're a 
leader in nam e only.

It's not really that hard to run a large organization. You
ju st have to th ink sm all about how to achieve your goals. 
There's a very fin ite  lim it to how much leadership you can 
exercise at the very top. You can '1 m icrom anage— people re- 
sent that. Things are achieved by individuals, by collections 
o f  twos and fives a nd  twenties, not collections o f  115,000.

General Creech retired in 1984, but his philosophy spread. 
While he was still at TAC, both the European and Pacific com-
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in solid waste, where waiting time at the Energy Recovery Plant 
was delaying drivers every afternoon. Management  was plan- 
ning to spend $ 1 million to double the size of  the tipping floor, 
where the trucks unloaded.  But by charting the traffic flow, the 
employees figured out that if drivers on the East Side simply 
started an hour earlier, the early afternoon traffic jam would 
disappear.

“That  would never have happened if management  had hired a 
consultant who said, ‘Get the east side guys to start at six in the 
morning,’ ” says Tom Mosgaller, TQ M coordinator for the city. 
“We would have had to bargain ’til hell froze over to get that. But 
because the employees came up with it, they owned it.” 

Madison has even shown how police depar tments can use 
par ticipatory management .  In the sum m er  of  1986, Police 
Chief David Couper called a meeting to discuss the idea of  a 
field laboratory, where the department  could test new ideas. 
Over 50 members of  the depar tment  showed up. They chose a 
10-member planning team, which Mosgaller t rained in quality 
management.

After intense discussions, the team recommended an Experi- 
mental Police District,  with 38 members and jurisdiction over 
an area o f  30,000 people. They interviewed all depar tment  em- 
ployees to find out  their concerns, then incorporated them into 
the management structure of  the new district. This was the rev- 
olutionary step: The em ployees elected their own captain and  
lieutenants. They developed their own staffing and work sched- 
ules. They designed and  built their own district building.

The Experimental Police District also surveyed its customers 
and adopted communi ty-or iented  policing (see chapter 2). To 
help carry out the communi ty  approach,  detectives, officers, 
meter monitors,  and clerical workers began meeting in teams. 
Cooperation between them increased dramatically. “They used 
to be stratified,” says Mosgaller:

The great thing is what's happened to the meter monitors.
We never used the meter m onitors as the eyes and ears o f  the ■ 
police force. They were ju s t out there writing tickets. But 
they see things every day. A n d  now they know  what the
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Contino was hired to manage the depar tment’s Bureau of Mo- 
tor Equipment,  it was a shambles. With more than 1,300 me- 
chanics, welders, electricians, blacksmiths,  and machinists,  it 
was responsible for maintaining all Sanitation Depar tment  ve- 
hides.  Yet on any given day, it could keep only hal f o f  the city’s 
6,500 garbage trucks and street sweepers in operation.

Cont ino tapped the ideas of his employees through a top- 
level labor committee and a series o f  labor-management  com- 
mittees. Within three years, 85 percent of the garbage trucks 
were back in operat ion,  and depar tmenta l  innovat ions  had 
saved more than $16 million. “This was possible because an 
environment  had been created where each individual knew that 
he was being represented in the decision-making process, and 
that he had a direct ‘pipeline to the top’ to voice his very own 
concerns and desires,” Contino says. “ Changes in procedures 
were no longer viewed as orders generated by a distant elite, but 
rather as a product  of  teamwork and a universal desire to see 
the job improve.”

Once the department  was back on solid footing, Cont ino be- 
gan handing day-to-day control over operations to line employ- 
ees. He put a machinist  in charge of  his new Special Projects 
Division, which handled all new equipment  orders.  He had 
auto mechanics help write all specifications for new orders,  test 
all new equipment  when it first arrived, and staff the uni t  that 
negotiated and enforced warrantees.  He created a Research and 
Development  Group,  composed entirely of  auto mechanics,  
which has implemented at least 50 design improvements  and 
licensed several to private companies,  earning royalties for the 
city. An employee team even developed a new refuse wagon, a 
monst rous vehicle used to carry garbage from a wharf  to a land- 
fill. They call it “ Ou r  Baby.”

Madison,  Wisconsin,  embraced participatory management  as 
part of  its Total Quali ty Management  effort. (One of  Deming’s 
fundamental  principles is employee involvement  in decision 
making.) Mad ison’s first quality team, in the Motor  Equipment  
Division, saved $700,000 a year by creating a prevent ive main- 
tenance program and reducing average vehicle downt ime from 
nine days to three. Another  employee group studied problems
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monstrous vehicle used to carry garbage from a wharf to a land
fill. They call it "Our Baby." 

Madison, Wisconsin, embraced participatory management as 
part of its Total Quality Management effort. {One of Deming's 
fund a mental principles is employee involvement in decision · 
making.) Madison's first quality team, in the Motor Equipment 
Division, saved $700,000 a year by creating a preventive main
tenance program and reducing average vehicle downtime from 
nine days to three. Another employee group studied problems · 
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tions, and turned each school over to an elected council of 
parents, teachers, and community members.

Labor-M anagem ent Cooperation
Many public managers believe that unions are the greatest ob- 
stacle standing in the way of  ent repreneurial  government.  Cer- 
tainly unions resist changes that threaten their members’jobs— 
as any rational organization would. But most entrepreneurial 
managers tell us that unions have not been their primary obsta- 
cle. The real issue, they believe, is the quality of  management.  
“ Labor-management  problems are simply a symptom of bad 
managemen t ,”  says John Cleveland,  who ran the Michigan 
Modernization Service. “ The issue in all organizations is the 1 
quality of  the top managers.  And traditionally, in political envi- 
ronments,  the top appointees have no management  experience. 
They d on’t stay around very long, and they d on’t pay much 
attention to management .”

When the consulting firm Coopers & Lybrand conducted its 
Survey on Public Entrepreneurship,  it found that  local govern- 
ment executives said “ governmental  regulat ions ,” “ institu- 
tional opposi tion,” and “ political opposit ion” were the greatest 
barriers to productivity improvements.  “ Organized labor oppo- 
sition” ranked fourth out o f  six choices.

The rank and file are “ anxious to help make changes,” says 
Rob McGarrah of  the American Federation o f  State, County 
and Municipal Employees (AFSCME). They understand what a 
poor job many public institutions do. I f  change means losing 
pay or giving up collective bargaining, they’re not  interested. 
“ But if it’s a question of  new opportunities,  our people are hun- 
gry for new opportuni ties.”

Public sector unions are in much the same posit ion their 
private sector counterparts were in when foreign competit ion 
decimated so m an y  American indust r ies .  T hey  can resist 
change— and watch their industry decline. Or they can work 
with management to restructure their organizations and regain 
the trust of  their customers— the taxpaying public.
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detectives arc looking for, so they can help. They're our best
inform ation source— and they fee l empowered.

Today the Experimental Police District is an enthusiastic,  
motivated organization. Absenteeism and workers’ compensa- 
tion claims have fallen sharply. In an employee survey taken 
during the district’s second year, more than 80 percent reported 
higher job satisfaction than in their previous assignment,  and 
more than 60 percent believed they were more effective in solv- 
ing crimes. The top five reasons they gave for choosing to work 
in the district were “ a more support ive management  style,” a 
“ less rigid s t ructure ,” “ greater input to decis ion-making,” 
“ more autonomy,” and “ a team atmosphere .” The department  
was so pleased with the results that in 1991 it created three 
more decentralized districts, to cover the rest of  the city. “ I 
think we’ve learned that effective working teams are 30 to 40 
people,” says Couper.

Participatory management is even spreading in public educa- 
tion. Traditionally,  public school systems have been horribly 
centralized. (Before its recent decentralization,  Chicago had 
500,000 public school students and 3,000 administrators;  Chi- 
cago’s Catholic school system, with 250,000 students,  had 36 
administrators.)  Yet study after study has proven that schools 
in which principals and teachers have significant authority are 
more successful than those in which the impor tant  decisions are 
made by a central administration.  So hundreds o f  school dis- 
tricts have begun to practice what educators call site manage- 
m en t— pushing “ decision-making authority down as much as 
possible to the school level,” as Arkansas Governor  Bill Clinton 
describes it, to “ give the principals more authori ty [and] give 
the teachers more  authori ty.”

Dade County,  Florida, which encompasses Miami , has given 
authori ty over most o f  its schools to teams of principals, teach- 
ers, and,  sometimes,  parents. In Dade County and in Rochester, 
New York, each school now has a mission-driven budget. In 
Chicago’s first year of  reform, it shifted $40 million from cen- 
tral administrat ion to the schools, cut 640 administ rat ion  posi-
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No one wants to innovate themselves out of  a job. But when 
employees know they have job security, their at ti tude toward 
innovation changes dramatically.  In Phoenix, several employ- 
ees have even recommended that their positions be eliminated. 
Since Phoenix employees get to keep 10 percent of  the first-year 
savings they generate through the city’s suggestion program, 
these employees have not only moved to new jobs, but earned 
sizable bonuses in the process.

Flattening the Organizational Hierarchy
The most serious resistance to teamwork and par ticipatory 
management  often comes from middle managers,  not unions.  If 
employees are making decisions and solving problems, middle 
managers become superfluous. Too often they stand in the way 
of action, because their instinct, to justify their existence, is to 
intervene. As Peters and Waterman put  it, middle management  
acts as a sponge. It stops ideas on their way down and stops 
ideas on their way up.

With today’s computer ized systems, managers also have so 
much information at their fingertips that  they can supervise far 
more people than they once could. Thei r  span of  control is 
broader. If organizations keep all their layers o f  management—  
and all the middle managers cont inue to play their traditional 
roles— overcontrol quickly sets in. Hence participatory organi- 
zations find that they must  el iminate layers and flatten their 
hierarchies. David  Cou pe r  has e l iminated the deputy chief  
layer between him and his captains.  Phoenix eliminated 39 
middle managers in one year, using an early retirement pro- 
gram. (It saved $ 1.5 million in the process.) Fox Valley Techni- 
cal College has eliminated one vice president and six middle 

: management positions over the past three years, simply by not
replacing people when they retire.
i

THE TEAMWORK ORGANIZATION
i

Wherever we have found participatory organizations, we have 
found teamwork.  Madison used quali ty circles; the Tactical Air
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When Ron 'Cont ino took over the Bureau of  Motor  Equip- 
ment in New York City, labor-management relations were dis- 
astrous. So Contino decided his first move had to be a top-level 
labor committee,  to prove to the work force that he was willing 
to share power. He asked the 20 union locals that represented 
his workers to nominate members.  “ I said, ‘Give me the guy in 
your union hall tha t ’s always yelling about how lousy things are 
and how they’ve got to change,” Cont ino remembers.  “T h a t ’s 
the guy I want .”

Members of  the Labor Commit tee  were relieved o f  their 
other duties. They worked full-time on improving the organiza- 
tion: visiting work sites to ask their members how thei r jobs 
could be improved,  bringing back formal suggestions,  and 
meeting weekly with Contino and his top managers.  In a year 
and a half, their ideas saved nearly $2 million. As employees i 
realized their representatives had genuine power, they began ■ 
coming forward with more suggestions. Having earned their 
trust,  Cont ino then created  labor-management  commit tees  1 
throughout  the organization. They helped develop the “ profit j 
center” and “ contracting-in” initiatives described in chapter 3, |
which saved additional millions of  dollars.

Many unions are ready for this kind of  partnership.  AFSCME j 
now negotiates labor-management  committees into many of  its •fl 
contracts. In Rochester and Dade County,  the American Feder- 
ation of Teachers has been a full par tner in sweeping education 
reform efforts. And in Madison,  the unions have been impor- S 
tant allies in the Total Quality Management process.

• • 9
,■;S

N o-L ayoff P olicies •j
Perhaps  the best way to secure union cooperation is to adopt a 
policy o f  no layoffs. As noted in chapter  1, most governments M 
lose 10 percent o f  their  employees every year, so attri t ion often 
creates room for flexibility. Governments  don’t have to guaran-' , |S 
tee people the job they have, but they can guarantee a job, a t \ | l  
comparable pay. Visalia did this. Phoenix guaranteed jobs, al- ׳M  
though not always comparable pay. District 4 in East Harlem 
has not laid off any teachers.

' f 
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Employee Evaluation o f Managers, although not yet widely used; 
is a powerful tool. Supervisors in the M adison Police Depart- 
m ent developed a Four-Way Check, which solicits feedback from 
their  employees, their peers, their bosses, and themselves.

Invention Policies help employees patent and develop new prod- 
ucts or processes they invent. Visalia will pu t  up the money to 
secure a patent,  then either help with development, let the em- 
ployee handle development, or help the employee license the in- 
vention to a private company. The state o f  Oregon and one o f  its 
employees owned the first paten t for raised lane dividers on 
highways.

Innovation Champions encourage teams o f  employees to inno- 
vate and  cham pion  their  efforts when they do. M in n e so ta ’s 
STEP program is described on pages 272 -275 ,  but Hawaii and 
Washington State have similar programs. In W ashington’s Team- 
work Incentive Program, teams o f  employees that want to make 
changes in service delivery, reduce costs, or increase revenues 
apply to a productivity  board. When their  accom plishm ents are 
verified, they share 25 percent o f  the m onetary  gains. In its first 
seven years, the program saved the stale $50 million.

Reward Programs are used to honor high achievers in virtually 
every entrepreneurial organization we have encountered. The 
National Forest Service’s G roo Award is the most participatory 
award we have seen: every year each employee can give one 
o ther  em ployee an award for ou ts tand ing  perform ance .  Fit- 
tingly, the award is nam ed after its inventor, forestry technician 
Tyler Groo.

Command relied on squadrons; the Bureau o f  Motor  Equip- 
ment used employee teams of all kinds. Visalia and St. Paul 
constantly created cross-departmental  teams to develop new 
projects. East Har lem’s schools were run  by teams. This is no 
accident. When organizations push authori ty into the hands of 
employees, they quickly discover that to get a handle on major 
problems or decisions, those employees need to work together 
in teams.
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TH E VARIETIES AND T E C H N IQ U E S OF 
PARTICIPATORY M A N A G E M E N T

Participatory management varies in depth and quality. Some ef- 
forts arc window-dressing; some arc revolutionary. Some man- 
agers simply want more input from employees, but d o n ’t want to 
share power. Others view their employees as genuine partners 
who share responsibility for all aspects o f  the organization’s pro- 
ductivity  and quality of  work life. The further organizations 
move along this path, the greater the payofT. T here are almost an 
infinite num ber  o f  devices they can use along the way:

Quality Circles arc voluntary, tem porary  teams that use Dem- 
ing’s m ethods to improve work processes. They choose a prob- 
lem or process to improve, then measure results, analyze data, 
p inpoin t  underlying causes, design and im plem ent solutions, 
check the results, refine their solutions, and try again. In TQ M  
lingo, they “ Plan, Do, Check, Act.”

Labor-Managemenl Committees give managers and labor rcpre- 
sentatives a perm anent forum in which to discuss their concerns. 
T he  Phoenix D epartm ent o f  Public Works, for instance, uses 
quality circles to attack specific problems, but it also has a labor- 
managem ent com m ittee  to keep perm anen t lines o f  com m unica-  
tion open on broader issues.

Employee Development Programs help employees develop their 
talents and capacities through training sessions, workshops, and 
the like. O rgan iza tions  tha t p rov ide  such opp o r tu n i t ie s  and 
follow up by prom oting from within generate trem endous  loy- 
alty and com m itm ent.  At one point in Visalia, where city em- 
ployees run the entire program, both the personnel d irector and 
the risk m anager were former police officers. T he airport man- 
ager was a form er secretary.

Attitude Surreys give leaders more inform ation about their  em- 
ployees’ feelings than virtually any o ther  technique. Both Phoe- 
nix and  Fox Valley Technical College survey their  employees 
every year. W hen an employee survey in the M adison Police De- 
par tm en t revealed dissatisfaction with the way p rom otions were 
awarded, the chief asked a team o f  officers to create an entirely 
new system.I 
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■ And those with a person orienta t ion,  such as social 
groups, exist simply to serve the needs of  their members.

Entrepreneurial organizations clearly fall into the task-oriented 
category. Because task-oriented organizations do whatever it 
takes to achieve results, Harrison explained, they typically change 
their structures and procedures as their tasks change. They con- 
stantly set up project teams and task forces. ,‘These temporary 
systems can be activated quickly, provided with the necessary 
mix of skills and abilities, and disbanded again when the need 
is past. Thei r use provides what is, in effect, a continuously vari- 
able organization structure,” Harrison wrote. As a result, “ the 
task-oriented organization’s greatest strength is dealing with com- 
plex and changing environments.” In contrast, power- and role- 
oriented organizations have trouble dealing with change, because 
both “associate control with a position  in the organization; nei- 
ther provides for rapid and rational reassignment of appropriate 
persons to positions of  influence.”

Central ized,  hierarchical  organizations also divide them- 
selves up into many layers and boxes. People begin to identify 
with their unit— their turf. Communica t ion across units and be- 
tween layers becomes difficult. This explains why innovative 
organizations so often use teams, according to Rosabeth Moss 
Kanter.

“The primary set of  roadblocks to innovat ion result from seg- 
mentat ion,” Kanter wrote in The Change M asters “ ,׳ a structure 
finely divided into depar tments  and levels, each with a tall 
fence around it and communicat ion in and out restricted— in- 
deed, carefully guarded.” Even when one innovat ion succeeds,

. the innovation rarely spreads— because the communicat ion be- 
tween departments is so minimal  and the fences so high.

In contrast, innovative organizations foster constant commu- 
nication, so information flows quickly through their ranks. To do 
this, they regularly create new teams and new configurations, so 
nearly everyone comes into contact with nearly everyone else. In 
innovative organizations, Kanter says, “job charters are broad”; 
work assignments are “ ambiguous,  non-routine,  and change- 
directed” ; “job territories are intersecting” ; and employees have
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Peters and Waterman described identical behavior in entre- 
preneurial companies.  “ Small groups are, quite simply, the ba- 
sic organizational building blocks of  excellent companies ,” they 
wrote:

The action-oriented bits and pieces com e under m any la- 
bels— champions, teams, task forces, czars, project centers, 
skunk works, and quality circles— but they have one thing in 
common. They never show up on the fo rm a l organization  
chart and seldom in the corporate phone directory. They are 
nevertheless the most visible part o f  the adhocracy that keeps 
the com pany fluid.

Nearly 25 years ago, in The Age o f  D iscontinuity , Peter 
Drucker explained why knowledge workers require teamwork 
organizations:

Knowledge workers still need a superior. . . . But knowledge 
work itse lf knows no hierarchy, fo r  there are no "higher" 
and "lower" knowledges. Knowledge is either relevant to a 
given task or irrelevant to it. The task decides, not the name, 
the age, or the budget o f  the discipline, or the rank o f  the 
individual plying it. . . .

Knowledge, therefore, has to be organized as a team in 
which the task decides who is in charge, when, fo r  what, and 
fo r  how long.

In 1972, social psychologist Roger Harrison explained why 
entrepreneurial  organizations rely so heavily on teams. Harri- 
son divided organizations into four basic types:

■ Those with a power orientation,  including many tradi- 
tional businesses, are autocrat ic and hierarchical.

i
■ Those with a role orientation,  such as traditional govern- ,

ment  bureaucracies,  are carefully ordered by rules, pro- j 
ccdures, and hierarchy. j

■ Those with a task orientation,  like technology-oriented ׳j; 
businesses, are extremely fluid and results-oriented.
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wi thin d epa r t m en ta l  lines, and organizat ions  which 
don' t  realize that are going to endure a lot of  frustration 
and relatively inadequate responses to changing t imes,” 
says George Britton, a deputy city manager in Phoenix.

■ Teams build lasting networks throughout  an organiza- 
tion, because everyone gets to know like-minded people 
in other departments.  Ideas and information flow more 
rapidly, and action becomes easier. To get anything sig- 
nificant done within a large organization, every entrepre- 
neur needs an informal network of allies.

■ Teams hold employees to high standards ,  acting as a 
more acceptable quality control mechanism than evalua- 
tions and orders from the top. In East Harlem,  where 
small teams of  teachers run most schools, teachers who 
don’t perform “ fall by the wayside on their own, because 
of the peer pressure tha t ’s put upon them within their 
own collegial group,” says John Falco. “ If  you have one 
rotten apple in the bunch,  it impacts the others. They put 
the pressure on. Those  teachers sec themselves;  they 
come to me. They say, ‘I can’t make it here.’ Many of 
them choose to go elsewhere, or to leave the system.”

CREATING AN 
INSTITUTIONAL CHAMPION FOR 

BOTIOMS-UP INNOVATION

To be successful, participatory organizations must  not only em- 
power employees and teams, but protect them. Not  all manag- 
ers want their employees mucking around with decisions. Many 
of the par ticipatory management  efforts of  the early 1980s 
failed, in fact, because managers did not support  them. In Mad- 
ison, managers were so unsupport ive in the early years o f  qual- 
ity management  that at one point,  every member  of  a quality 
team resigned.

Participatory management  is also risky. It encourages em- 
ployees to share informat ion a n d  confront underlying issues. In
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enough “ local autonomy” to “go ahead with large chunks of  ac- 
tion without waiting for higher-level approval.”

Madison i llust rated K a n te r ’s argum ent  perfectly.  When 
Mayor Scnsenbrcnner int roduced TQM, he quickly discovered 
that the high walls between departments were among the great- 
est barriers to quality and innovation.  His first quality team, at 
the Motor Equipment  Division, isolated the city’s policy of  pur- 
chasing the cheapest (and therefore the lowest quality) parts as 
one of  the underlying causes of vehicle maintenance problems. 
Sensenbrenner and the team decided to see if they could change 
the policy. First they visited the parts purchaser,  who agreed 
that the policy was unwise but blamed central purchasing. So 
they visited central purchasing, whose staff again agreed with 
them, but said the city comptroller wouldn’t let them change 
the policy. When they visited the comptroller,  he also agreed— 
but said the city at torney would never approve a policy change. 
Finally, they visited the city attorney. What  did he say? “ Why, 
of course you can do that. . . .  In fact, I assumed you were do- 
ing it all along.”

“ This,” says Sensenbrenner ,  “ was a s tunning disclosure.”

I n  addition to their capacity to innovate, to accompl ish tasks, 
and to respond rapidly to changing environments,  teamwork 
organizations display a series o f  other strengths:

■ Cross-departmental  teams bring different perspectives to 
bear on problems or opportunities,  from different parts 
of  the organization.  People in isolated depar tments see 
only the local symptoms of  a problem. Teams can see the 
whole problem.

■ Team members who are confronted with different per- 
spectives begin to think “ outside the box” o f  their own 
department .  When they take that habit back to their own . 
office, they often dream up better ways to accomplish ,, 
their goals.

■ Teams break down tu r f  w׳alls, fostering collaborat ion 
across depar tmen ts .  “ T he  issues no longer fit neatly ■
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Andres understood that productivity was not something that 
could be imposed from without.  It had to be built  in from be- 
low. “The way to get it is to empower  the employees to do 
what’s right,” he told Peter Hutchinson,  the vice president he 
assigned to the project .  “ When you help people figure out 
wha t’s right— and empower people to do it— you get great re- 
suits. You get results that are way beyond anything you could 
dream up in the big offices upstairs.”

Hutchinson took this message to the working group that San- 
dra Hale, Perpich’s commissioner of  administ rat ion,  had put 
together to design STEP. They proposed a bot toms-up,  team- 
or iented  ap p r o ach — with a new n a m e — and the governor  
agreed.

The program was simple. Perpich appointed a STEP board, 
which he and Andres cochaired. It solicited proposals from em- 
ployees who had innovative ideas, and it chose the most  prom- 
ising as official STEP projects. It used criteria similar to those 
e n t r e p r e n e u r i a l  g o v e r n m e n t s  were e m b r a c i n g  all across 
America. STEP projects had to be proposed by a team,  they 
could not require any new money, and they had to embody at 
least one o f  six principles: cus tomer orientation,  participatory 
management , decentralization of authority, performance mea- 
surement,  new partnerships,  or state-of-the-art technology.

The STEP seal o f  approval did four things. It gave people 
permission to innovate.  It offered them technical assistance. It 
forced their bosses to sit up and listen. And it gave them protec- 
tion when the inevitable flak hit.

One o f  the first STEP teams convinced the Depar tment  of 
Natural Resources to change its at t i tude toward its customers. 
During the mid-1980s,  use of  the state’s 64 parks was declining 
and budget problems were nibbling away at the parks. A group 
of people within the department  decided that they needed a 
marketing program. They applied for STEP status and won. 
First they asked park managers to brainstorm about  what their 
customers wanted; soon managers were put ting in chi ldren’s 
play equipment  in parks and electric hookups  at campsites.  
Then they created the Passport  Club— a kind o f  frequent-flyer
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the fishbowl of  city hall or the state capitol, where reporters are 
constantly looking for conflict and leaks, this invites negative 
publicity. “The wariness of this risk is one o f  the major fears 
that holds public managers back” from participatory efforts, ac- 
cording to Robert  Krim, who runs the Boston Management  
Consortium, a public-private management consulting firm ere- 
ated by the city to help its departments.

Rudy Perpich, governor of  Minnesota from 1976 to 1979 and 
1983 to 1991, created an interesting solution: a kind of institu- 
tional “champion,” designed to empower and protect entrepre- 
neurs  deep wi thin the bureaucracy.  Cal led Str ive Toward 
Excellence in Performance (STEP), it was effective enough to 
win one of the Ford Foundat ion’s first Innovation Awards.

STEP had an interesting history. During Perpich’s first term, 
he had learned firsthand how much state employees resented 
edicts sent down from the top. To cut spending, he had created 
a Commit tee  on Waste and Mismanagement.  It had nickel-and- 
d imed employees in the worst way: forbidding them from buy- 
ing new file cabinets,  turning off every other overhead light, 
banning coffee-making machines from state offices. To this day, 
employees in Minnesota remember  when the governor took 
away their coffee machines. In 1978, many of  them took their 
revenge on election day, and Perpich went down to an unex- 
pected defeat.

For the next four years, Perpich worked for the Control Data 
Corporation,  in its Vienna office. There he learned something 
about  managing knowledge workers.  He particularly remem- 
bers the fury when American managers told their Austrian em- 
ployees they could no longer keep wine in their office coolers.

When Perpich was reelected in 1982, Minnesota again faced 
drastic fiscal problems. His first impulse was to create a busi- 
ness group like the Grace Commiss ion,  which had combed 
through the federal government  for waste, then submitted a gar- 
gantuan report that  gathered dust  on many shelves. Perpich 
planned to call it Strive Toward Efficiency and Productivity. 
Fortunately, he asked Dayton-Hudson Chairman William An- 
dres to cochair the group.

,. 
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rules before those at the bot tom can innovate. Good ideas may 
bubble up from below, but  in centralized systems those ideas 
are usually ignored. To empower  employees to act on their 
ideas, policy makers must  decentralize the locus of  decision- 
making.

New mayors and governors,  who so often create commissions 
to root out waste and increase productivity,  could learn an 
enormous amount  from ST E P’S success and Perpich’s first-term 
failure. The contrast demonst rates  one o f  our favorite maxims: 
efforts to improve productivi ty usually undermine both produc- 
tivity and morale; efforts to improve morale by empowering 
employees usually heighten both morale and productivity.

INVESTING IN THE EMPLOYEE

Decentralization can work only if leaders are willing to invest in 
their employees. As General  Creech said o f  his troops, “ You 
can’t treat them shabbily, and house them shabbily, and expect 
quality work in re turn.” We found over and over again that en- 
t repreneurial  organizat ions  paid  thei r  employees  well and 
worked to improve the physical quality of their workplaces. In 
addition, they invested heavily in training.

No one wants poorly trained employees making impor tant  
decisions, yet few governments spend much on training. Accu- 
rate statistics do not exist, but virtually everyone who has stud- 
ied the situation believes that  government  spends far less on 
training than does business.

During the 1980s, Paul Volcker’s National  Commiss ion on 
the Public Service est imated that the federal government  spent 
roughly 1 percent o f  the civilian, nonpostal  payroll for training, 
compared to 3 percent in Fortune 500 companies.  In 1990, the 
Governor’s Management  Review Commission,  in New Jersey, 
reported that the state spent only six one-hundreths o f  1 percent 
of its $300 million management  and supervisorial payroll on 
training or development.  Western Electric, a major New Jersey 
corporation, spent 100 t imes that  amount .
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program for phrk users, to lure them to outlying parks that  were 
not  heavily used. Next they began accepting credit cards, run- 
ning advertising, and promot ing park permits as Chr is tmas  
gifts. Sales jumped 300 percent.  Then they brought in a private 
company to improve their gift shops, and gift sales increased by 
50 percent. Finally, they conducted a cus tomer survey o f  1,300 
park users.

During the first year after the marketing strategy took effect, 
the number of park visitors jumped by 10 percent. Numbers like 
these got the department managers’ attention; in 1987 they ere- 
ated a marketing coordinator position and hired the STEP team 
leader to fill it. They also set up their own Innovations Board, to 
keep an atmosphere of change alive in the department.

Another STEP project, in the agency that issues dr iver’s li- 
censes, cut waiting t ime for the public in half. Yet another  
helped the Department  of  H u m an  Resources dig out from un- 
der  a backlog of  racial d iscriminat ion complaints against land- 
lords, employers,  and banks. This one demonstrated the role of 
STEP as a champion of  innovat ion— a formal protector of  en- 
trepreneurs within the bureaucracy.  When the depar tment  com- 
missioner refused to give her staff the time needed to develop 
the new program, ST E P’s executive director threatened to tell 
the governor the project had failed because top management  
had not supported it. The next day, the commiss ioner relented.

The Perpich administ rat ion learned a number  of  valuable les- 
sons from STEP, which it summarized in a book called M anag- 
ing Change: A Guide to Producing Innovation from  W ithin. One 
was that innovation often comes from the bot tom up. “ At least 
one-third of  the (STEP) project managers are line employees, 
not  middle or upper management ,” the book reported. Another 
was that  projects run by teams do much better than those run by 
individuals.  The lesson: “ Th e Lone Ranger is not an appropri- 
ate role model .” A third was that  decentralization requires a 
firm commitment  from the top. Without  Perpich’s full support,  
STEP would not have worked.  Ironically, in centralized institu- 
tions and systems— whether state governments,  school systems, 
or federal programs— those at the top must often change the
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people wan ted d o n e— particularly the hard  work of  racial 
integration.  But  30 years later, many s tate and local gov- 
ernments  are not  only more  effective than the federal govern- 
ment,  but  more  progressive as well.

State leaders have been complaining bitterly about  overregu- 
lation from Washington for 25 years, and local leaders increas- 
ingly complain about  overregulation from state government . 
Ronald Reagan promised a “ new federali sm” but did little 
more than cut federal aid, leaving behind what some call “ fend 
for yourself federalism.” Clearly, it is t ime for an intelligent 
sorting out of  federal, state, and local roles.

This is not  the place for a full discussion o f  the solution; 
tomes have already been written on the subject. Let us simply 
suggest a rule of  thumb, articulated by the National Conference 
of State Legislatures: unless there is an important  reason to do 
otherwise, responsibili ty for addressing problems should lie 
with the lowest level of  government  possible.

The closer a government  is to its citizens, polls show, the 
more they trust it. The closer it is, the more accountable its 
officials tend to be and the more likely they are to handcraft  
solutions rather than create one-size-fits-all programs.

Were we to adopt  this rule of  thumb,  the federal government  
might have fewer employees and provide fewer direct services, 
but its role in steering American society would not decrease. In 
many areas, it would still have responsibili ty for providing 
funds and setting an overall policy framework, even if it deliv- 
ered no services. These would include:

■ Policy areas that transcend the capacities of  state and lo- 
cal governments,  such as international trade, macroeco- 
nomic policy, and much environmental  and regulatory 
policy.

■ Antipoverty policy, which requires investment  in pre- 
cisely those regions with the fewest financial resources. 
To equalize each area’s ability to invest, the federal gov- 
ernment  must  act.

■ Social insurance programs like social security and unem- 
p loymen t  com p ensa t ion .  If  we want  equal  benefits
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As they have moved into a globally compet it ive knowledge 
economy, in which constant updat ing of  skills is virtually a pre- 
requisite o f  survival, businesses have dramatically increased 
their investments in training. Entrepreneurial governments have 
learned the same lesson. Visalia was the first outside organ- 
ization to send managers to Hewlet t-Packard’s management  
training program. Madison invests heavily in training. Phoenix 
provides 25 different courses for its employees every quarter. 
Like many governments,  it also offers tuition reimbursement  for 
employees who take courses at an accredited college.

Some unions even invest in training. According to Rob Me- 
Garrah,  AFSCME often puts up money to get public agencies to 
provide training. AFSCME’s District Council 37, in New York 
City, runs its own college. “ Our  members are hungry—-almost 
desperate— for training,” McGarrah says.

DECEIVI’RALIZING THE 
FEDERAL SYSTEM

For many of  our readers in the nation’s capital,  the issue of 
decentralization is synonymous with the issue of  federalism. 
During the 1960s and 1970s, in a burst of  national activism, we 
overcentralized many activities o f  government.  Between 1963 
and 1980, Congress created 387 new catcgorical grant  pro- 
grams— separate pots of  federal money, tied up in federal rules 
and regulations, to pay for services delivered by state or  local 
government.  By 1977, they accounted for $1 of  every $4 spent 
by state and local governments.  Despite severe funding cuts and 
passage of  a few consol idated block grants,  475 categorical 
grants still existed in 1991. And as the federal deficit widened, 
Congress increasingly turned to mandates— in essence, categor- 
ical programs without the funds.

We central ized responsibi li ty for good reasons.  Dur ing the 
industrial  era, those in Washington had far more  informat ion 
and capaci ty than those in smal ler state and local govern- 
ments.  And dur ing the 1960s, many state and local govern- 
ments  were unwil l ing to do much  o f  what  the American
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ments. And during the 1960s, many state and local govern
ments were unwilling to do much of what the American 



279Decentralized Government

This funding formula forced centers to embrace the mission 
defined by the state— commercial  development  of  technologi- 
cal innovat ions— and to push for the results the state wanted—  
private sector investment and job creation in Pennsylvania.  But 
it left each center free to define its own methods.

Translated to the federal level, this approach would suggest 
broad Challenge Grants in a variety o f  policy areas. The federal 
government  would set up broad criteria, based on factors such 
as need, quality of  program, results, and state or local commit-  
ment.  It would then make state or local governments compete 
for the grants. Several organizations, including the Commit tee 
on Federalism and National  Purpose,  the National  Neighbor- 
hood Coalition, and the Heritage Foundat ion,  have proposed 
mechanisms along this line. Congress has even debated a com- 
petitive grant program for ant idrug strategies.

This approach would create incentives for state and local 
governments,  but  would leave the job  of  designing and running 
programs in their hands. By using performance criteria, Wash- 
ington could exercise quality control wi thout  dictating program 
structure and content. And by making governments compete 
based on rational criteria, it could drive them toward the ere- 
at ion o f  ent rep reneur ia l  strategies.  In this way, Challenge 
Grants  could replace categorical grants and block grants as the 
heart o f  a genuine New Federalism.
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heart of a genuine New Federalism. 
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throughout the country, we cannot expect rich and poor 
states to shoulder the same burden.

■ Investments that are so costly that they require sizable 
tax increases, which might discourage business from lo- 
eating or staying in a city or state (one obvious example 
is health care). States will avoid such responsibilities, for 
fear o f  discouraging investment,  unless the federal gov- 
ernment  bears much of the financial burden.

Even in many of  these cases, however,  programs can be de- 
signed to allow for significant flexibility at the state or local 
level. The federal government can define the mission and the 
outcomes it wants, but free lower governments to achieve those 
outcomes as they see fit.

What we really need is a new model of  grant program, built 
around the principles of  entrepreneurial government. Fortunately, 
state governments have struggled with the same issue and come 
up with some intriguing models. During the 1980s, Pennsylvania 
Governor Richard Thornburgh and his policy chief, Walt Plosila, 
designed one of the nation’s most successful programs to stimulate 
technological innovation and entrepreneurship. Called the Ben 
Franklin Partnership, it was essentially a grant program for four 
regional networks called Advanced Technology Centers. Each cen- 
ter made matching grants, called Challenge Grants, to small busi- 
nesses, academic organizations and other  organizations that 
invested in technological innovation.

For our  purposes,  the key innovat ion was the method by 
which the centers were funded. Every spring, each of the four 
centers would submit a package of  applications for Challenge 
Grants.  Th e state Ben Franklin board would rate each potential 
grant according to a set of  criteria: the project’s potential for 
commercial  application, the number  of  jobs it would create, the 
quant ity of  the private sector investment,  and so on. It would 
also rank each center’s past results, on measures such as job 
creation, corporate match,  and the ability of  grantees to attract 
venture capital. Centers with higher average ratings would get 
more  money. They could then divide up their allocation as they 
wished.
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C H A P T E R  8

Political Leadership: 
Managing The Public's Problem Solving

R o n ald  A .  H eifetz an d  R ile y  M .  S in d er

P r e v a i l i n g  ide as  a b o u t  w h a t  is g o o d  f o r  so c ie t y  o f t e n  d e t e r m i n e  h o w  
p r o b l e m s  a r e  pos ed ,  w h i c h  a c t i o n s  a r e  t a k e n ,  a n d  by  w h o m .  Pub l i c  ideas  
h a v e  t h e  p o w e r  t o  l ead a n d  m is le a d .  W h a t  t h e n  a r e  t h e  r e s pon s i b i l i t i e s  
o f  t h o s e  w h o  m a k e  a n d  i m p l e m e n t  pol icy in r e g a r d  to  s u c h  i d e a s ?  In 
C h a p t e r  Six,  R o b e r t  R e ic h  a r g u e s  t h a t ,  a t  l e as t  o n  oc ca s i o n ,  pub l i c  
m a n a g e r s  h a v e  a n  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  i n s t i g a t e  pub l i c  d e l i b e r a t i o n  r a t h e r  
t h a n  s i m p l y  m a k e  pol icy d e c i s i o n s ,  t h a t  in d i r e c t i n g  pu b l i c  a t t e n t i o n  
t o w a r d  t h e s e  ideas ,  p ub l i c  m a n a g e r s  b r o a d e n  t h e  r a n g e  o f  poss ib i l i t i es  
f o r  pub l i c  a c t i o n  a n d  d e e p e n  so c ie t y ' s  s e l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  In C h a p t e r  
S e v e n ,  G i a n d o m e n i c o  M a j o n e  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  pol icy a n a l y s t s  as  wel l  as  f / j  

off ice h o l d e r s  h a v e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  i m p r o v i n g  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  pub l i c  ft j  

d i s c o u r s e  b y  p r o b i n g  a s s u m p t i o n s ,  r a i s i n g  i s s u es ,  a n d  t h e r e b y  h e l p i n g  II /  
t h e  pub l i c  c o n s i d e r  d i f f e r e n t  f o r m u l a t i o n s  o f  p r o b l e m s  a n d  a w i d e r  s e t  ׳
o f  pos s ib le  so lu t i on s .

In th i s  c h a p t e r ,  w e  e x a m i n e  pol i t ica l  l e a d e r s h i p .  W e  s u g g e s t  t h a t  
t h e  idea o f  l e a d e r s h i p  i t sel f  s h a p e s  t h e  p r o c e s s e s  by  w h i c h  a so c ie t y  d o e s  
its w o r k ,  a n d  f u r t h e r  t h a t  t h e  c u r r e n t  v i e w  r e s t r i c t s  a n d  d i m i n i s h e s  t h e  
publ ic ' s  ca pa c i ty  to  a d d r e s s  t h e  c o m p l e x  p r o b l e m  s i t u a t i o n s  o f  pub l i c  
policy.  W e  e x a m i n e  th i s  p r e v a i l i n g  v i e w  a n d  s o m e  o f  i ts s h o r t c o m i n g s ,  
a n d  w e  i n t r o d u c e  a d i f f e r e n t  a c c o u n t  o f  poli t ical  l e a d e r s h i p  a n d  i ts ro le  
in pub l i c  p r o b l e m  solving.

T h e  Idea  o f  L e a d e r s h i p

P e r h a p s  b e t t e r  t h a n  a n y  t h e o r i s t ,  R i c h a r d  N i x o n  s u m m a r i z e d  t h e  
c o n v e n t i o n a l  w i s d o m  o n  l e a d e r s h i p .  In h is  " S i l e n t  M a j o r i t y "  s p e e c h  o f  
1969, h e  de s c r ib e d  t h e  t a s k  as h e  s a w  it:

CHAPTER 8 

Political Leadership: 
Managing The Public's Problem Solving 

Ro11ald A. Heifetz nnd Riley M. Sinder 

Prevailing ideas about what is good for society often determine how 
problems are posed, which actions are taken, and by whom. Public ideas 
have the power to lead and mislead. What then are the responsibilities 
of those who make and implement policy in regard to such ideas? In 
Chapter Six, Robert Reich argues that, at le<lst on occasion, public 
managers have an obligation to instigate public deliberation rather 
than simply make policy decisions, that in directing public attention 
toward these ideas, public managers broaden the range of possibilities 
for public action and deepen society's self-understanding. In Chapter 

I 

Seven, Giandomenico Majone suggests that policy analysts as well as ii! 
office holders have responsibility for improving the quality of public // 
discourse by probing assumptions, raising issues, and thereby helping r. 
the public consider different formulations of problems and a wider setf J 

of possible solutions. 
In this chapter, we examine political leadership. We suggest that 

the idea of leadership itself shapes the processes by which a society does 
its work, and further that the current view restricts and diminishes the 
public's capacity to address the complex problem situations of public 
policy. We examine this prevailing view and some of its shortcomings, 
and we introduce a different account of political leadership and its role 
in public problem solving. 

The Idea of Leadership 

Perhaps better than any theorist, Richard Nixon summarized the 
conventional wisdom on leadership. In his "Silent M<ljority" speech of 
1969, he described the task as he saw it: 
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a u d i e n c e .  A n a l y s i s - a s - a r g u m e n t  h o ld s  t h a t  a n y  topic r e l e v a n t  to  pub l i c  
d i s c u s s i o n  is a n  a p p r o p r i a t e  su b je c t  f o r  s e r i o u s  i n q u i r y .  A n a l y s t s  o f  th i s  
s c h o o l  d o  n o t  r e j e c t  m e a n s - e n d s  ca l c u la t io n s ,  w h e r e  t h e y  a r e  a p p r o p r i -  
a t e ,  b u t  m a i n t a i n  t h a t  g o o d  a r g u m e n t s  a n d  o p e n  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  a r e  
n o t  m e r e l y  m e a n s  to  t h e  e n d  of  e f f i ci ency,  b u t  e n d s  in t h e m s e l v e s .

178 I THE POWER OF PUBLIC IDEAS 

audience, Analysis-as-argument holds that any topic relevant to public 
discussion is an appropriate subject for serious inquiry. Analysts of this 
school do not reject means-ends calculations, where they are appropri
ate, but maintain that good arguments and open communication are 
not merely means to the end of efficiency, but ends in themselves. 
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H e r e  aga in ,  t h e  t a s k  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  c o n s i s t s  o f  p r o v i d i n g  a v i s ion  a n d  
t a k i n g  ac t i on  to  r ea l i ze  t h a t  v i s i on  t h r o u g h  t h e  m e d i u m  o f  a n  
o r g a n i z a t i o n .  L e a d e r s  in  c o r p o r a t i o n s ,  l ike l e a d e r s  in t h e  pub l i c  se c to r ,  
a r e  o f t e n  e x p e c t e d  to  " o f f e r  n e w  v i s i o ns "  a n d  b r i n g  in " n e w  v a l u e s  a n d  
n o r m s . "  T h e y  m u s t  p r o j e c t  t h e i r  idea o f  t h e  f u t u r e ,  t h e i r  v i s ion ,  t h e i r  
v a l u e s  a n d  n o r m s  in a w a y  t h a t  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e s  w h a t  t h e y  see.  T h e  
m a r k  o f  l e a d e r s h i p ,  o n c e  m o r e ,  is t h e  l e a d e r ' s  su c c e ss  in  r ea l i z i ng  his  
g u i d i n g  v i s ion;  t h e  m e a n s  o f  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  a r e  in t e r a c t iv e .  In a 
s imi la r  ve in ,  o r g a n i z a t i o n  a n d  g r o u p  t h e o r i s t s  typical ly  d es c r ib e  a 
l e a d e r  as  "a n  in d iv i d u a l  w h o  h a s  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  to  dec ide ,  d i r ec t ,  a n d  
r e p r e s e n t  t h e  o b j e c t iv es  a n d  f u n c t i o n s  o f  a n  o r g a n i z a t i o n . " 5

M o s t  n o t i o n s  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  s h a r e  c e r t a i n  bas ic  a s s u m p t i o n s .  T h e  
p r e c e d i n g  d e s c r i p t i o n s  a r e  i l l u s t r a t i ve  in t h a t  t h e y  e m p h a s i z e  (1) 
p r o v i d i n g  v i s i on  o r  t a k i n g  s t a n d s ,  a n d  (2) i n t e r a c t i n g  e f f ec t iv e ly  w h e n  
m a n a g i n g  p o w e r  a n d  a u t h o r i t y  in  o r d e r  to  g e n e r a t e  su f f i c i e n t  o r g a n i z a -  
t iona l  a n d  pol i t ical  a l i g n m e n t  to  r ea l i ze  t h e  l e a d e r ' s  i n t e n t i o n s .  T h e s e  
c o m m o n  a s s u m p t i o n s  f o r m  a p r e v a i l i n g  u n d e r l y i n g  t h e o r y  o r  idea o f  
l eade r sh ip .

The D em and for Leadership

G o v e r n m e n t s ,  c o r p o r a t i o n s ,  a n d  ind iv id u a l s  s p e n d  a g r e a t  dea l  o f  t i m e  
a n d  m o n e y  t r a i n i n g  p e o p l e  in  " l e a d e r s h i p . "  P r o g r a m s  in l e a d e r s h i p  a r e  
s p r o u t i n g  u p  in ci t ies ,  c o n s u l t i n g  f i r m s ,  a n d  sc h o o l s  all o v e r  t h e  
c o u n t r y . 6 T h e  f r e q u e n t l y  e x p r e s s e d  c o n c e r n  t h a t  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  is 
u n d e r g o i n g  a "cr i s is  in l e a d e r s h i p "  a n d  t h e  e m p h a s i s  p laced  o n  j u d g i n g  
P r e s i d e n t  R e a g a n ' s  l e a d e r s h i p  qu a l i t i e s  (as o p p o s e d  to  P r e s i d e n t  
C a r t e r ' s )  s u g g e s t  t h a t  p e o p l e  a r e  l o o k i n g  t o  l e a d e r s h i p  f o r  a n s w e r s .  It 
is as if m a n y  o f  us  a r e  s w e p t  u p  in a g r o u n d s w e l l  o f  e x c i t e m e n t ,  e v e n  a 
c l a m o r in g ,  f o r  e f f ec t i v e  l e a d e r s h i p .

T h e  p r e v a i l in g  idea o f  l e a d e r s h i p ,  t h e n ,  m a y  be  i m p o r t a n t  to  
i n v e s t i g a te ,  n o t  o n l y  f o r  i ts i n t r i n s i c  i n t e r e s t  b u t  b e c a u s e  t h e  k i n d  o f  
l e a d e r s h i p  w e  p r a i s e ,  t e a c h ,  a n d  o p e r a t e  w i t h  m a y  s h a p e  t h e  f u t u r e s  o f  
m a n y  peo p le .  T h e  idea i t se l f  m a y  a f f e c t  t h e  r ea l i t i e s  w e  live w i t h  a n d  
ma ke .

B u t  it w o u l d  b e  a m i s t a k e  t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  o u r  i n t e r e s t  in l e a d e r s h i p  
is s o m e t h i n g  n e w .  W e  c a n  c e r t a i n l y  se e  a c l a m o r i n g  f o r  l e a d e r s h i p  as  f a r  
back as t h e  d a y s  o f  t h e  p r o p h e t  S a m u e l ,  w h o  p o n d e r e d  w i t h  G o d  h o w  
to a n s w e r  t h e  p e o p l e ' s  c u r i o u s  l o n g i n g  a n d  d e m a n d  f o r  a k ing .  N e i t h e r  
S a m u e l  n o r  G o d  c o u l d  s e e  t h e  r e a s o n  f o r  it. G o d ,  h a v i n g  j u s t  s a v e d  t h e  
H e b r e w  t r ibe s  f r o m  a t t a c k  b y  t h e  Ph i l i s t ines ,  i n t e r p r e t e d  t h e  v e a r n i n c

1 
I t 
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Here again, the task of leadership consists of providing a vision and 
taking action to realize that vision through the medium of an 
organization. Leaders in corporations, like leaders in the public sector, 
are often expeded to "offer new visions" and bring in "new values and 
norms." They must project their idea of the future, their vision, their 
values and norms in a way that institutionalizes what they see. The 
mark of leadership, once more, is the leader's success in realizing his 
guiding vision; the means of implementation are interactive. In a 

similar vein, organization and group theorists typically describe a 
leader as "an individual who has the authority to decide, direct, and 
represent the objectives and functions of an organization."5 

Most notions of leadership share certain basic assumptions. The 
preceding descriptions are illustrative in that they emphasize (1) 
providing vision or taking stands, and (2) interacting effectively when 
managing power and authority in order to generate sufficient organiza
tional and political alignment to realize the leader's intentions. These 
common assumptions form a prevailing underlying theory or idea of 
leadership. 

Tl,e Demnml for Lrmlerslrip 

Governments, corporations, and individuals spend a great deal of time 
and money training people in "leadership." Programs in leadership are 
sprouting up in cities, consulting firms, and schools all over the 
country.6 The frequently expressed concern that the United States is 
undergoing a "crisis in leadership'' and the emphasis placed on judging 
President Reagan's leadership qualities (as opposed to President 
Carter's) suggest that people are looking to leadership for answers. It 
is as if many of us are swept up in a groundswell of excitement, even a 
clamoring, for effective leadership. 

The prevailing idea of leadership, then, may be important to 
investigate, not only for its intrinsic interest but because the kind of 
leadership we praise, teach, and operate with may shape the futures of 
many people. The idea itself may affect the realities we live with and 
make. 

But it would be a mistake to suggest that our interest in leadership 
is something new. We can certainly see a clamoring for leadership as far 
back as the days of the prophet Samuel, who pondered with God how 
to answer the people's curious longing and demand for a king. Neither 
Samuel nor God could see the reason for it. God, having just saved the 
Hebrew tribrs from ilttack by the Philistines, intPrrrE>ted the vearnin2: 
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A leader must be willing to take unpopular stands w hen they are necessary—  
And w hen he does find it necessary to take an unpopular stand, he has an 
obligation to explain it to the people, solicit their support, and win their 
approval.1

N i x o n  a r t i c u la t e d  t h e  t a s k  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  as  it is g e n e r a l l y  u n d e r -  
s t o o d  in  t h e  pub l i c  sec t o r .  Fi rs t ,  a  l e a d e r  id e n t i f i e s  h ims e l f*  b y  t a k i n g  
s t a n d s ,  e v e n  u n p o p u l a r  s t a n d s .  T h e  a s s u m p t i o n  is t h a t  a l e a d e r  m u s t  
h a v e  a n  a g e n d a ,  e v e n  if it is c o n t r o v e r s i a l .  S e c o n d ,  to  i m p l e m e n t  h is  
a g e n d a ,  a l e a d e r  is e x p e c t e d  to  r e a c h  o u t  to  t h e  peop le ,  e x p la in  his  
p o s i t io n ,  solicit  t h e  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e  peo p l e ,  a n d  g a i n  t h e i r  ac ce p ta n ce .  
T h e  m a r k  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  is t o  s u c c e e d  in c a r r y i n g  o u t  o n e ' s  s t a n d ;  t h e  
m e a n s  o f  s u c c e e d in g  in vo lve  ski l l ful ly  i n t e r a c t i n g  w i t h  t h e  peop le .

M a n y  s c h o l a r s  h a v e  a l so  a t t e m p t e d  to  d e f i n e  l e a d e r s h i p . 2 K e l l e r -  
m a n ' s  r e c e n t  s t u d y  d e s c r ib e s  t h e  t a s k  o f  p r e s id e n t i a l  l e a d e r s h i p  in 
t e r m s  s im i la r  to  Nixon ' s :

Since directive presidential leadership is an interactive process heavily
dependent on the informal use of sources of p o w e r . . .a president must have (1)
the vision and motivation to define and articulate his agenda so as to broaden 
his base of  support; and (2) som e considerable ability to perform effectively in 
those interpersonal transactions necessary for bringing about his most
important goals.3

A l t h o u g h  K e l l e r m a n  m a k e s  t h e  i m p o r t a n t  tact i cal  p o i n t  t h a t  p r e s i d e n -  
t ial  l e a d e r s h i p  r e q u i r e s  t h e  ski l lful  u s e  o f  i n f o r m a l  s o u r c e s  o f  p o w e r ,  
l e a d e r s h i p  is ag a in  d e f in e d  as  h a v i n g  a v i s ion o r  a g e n d a  o f  o n e ' s  o w n ,  
c o u p l e d  w i t h  t h e  abi l i ty  to  a r t i c u l a t e  o n e ' s  m e s s a g e ,  g a i n  s u p p o r t  
t h r o u g h  t r a n s a c t i o n a l  m e a n s ,  a n d  b r i n g  o n e ' s  o w n  goa l s  to  f r u i t i o n .

T h e  s a m e  idea o f  l e a d e r s h i p  a p p e a r s  to  p r eva i l  in t h e  p r i v a t e  se c to r .  
In  a r e c e n t  s t u d y  o f  n i n e t y  l e a d e r s ,  B e n n i s  a n d  N a n u s  s u m m a r i z e d  t h e  
c o n v e n t i o n a l  w i s d o m  in th i s  w a y :

Leadership is what gives an organization its vision and its ability to translate 
that vision into reality.

T h e leader, as social architect, must be part artist, part designer, part master 
craftsman, facing the challenge of aligning the elements of the social 
architecture so that, like an ideal building, it becomes a creative synthesis  
uniquely suited to realizing the guiding vision of the leader. . . . The effective 
leader needs to articulafe n ew  values and norms, offer new  visions, and use a 
variety of tools in order to transform, support, and institutionalize new  
m eanings and directions.4

*Throughout this rhnplrr. 1nn<f11linr pronoun.* ilrnotc n person of either <r.r.
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A leader mu st be willing to take unpopular s tands when they are necessary . . .. 

And when he does find it necessary to take an unpopular stc1nd, he has an 
obligation to explain it to the people, solicit their support, and win their 

approval. 1 

Nixon articula ted the task of leadership as it is generally under
stood in the public sector. First, a leader identi fies himself• by taking 

s tan ds, even unpopular stands. The assumption is that a leader m ust 
have a n agenda, even if it is con t roversial. Second, to implement h is 
agenda, a leader is expected to reach out to the people, explain his 
posi tion, sol icit the support of the people, and gain their accepta nce . 
The mark of leade rship is to succeed in caTrying out one's stand; the 
m ea ns of succeeding invo lve skillfully inte ract ing w ith the people. 

Ma n y scholars have also attempted to define feadership. 2 Keifer
m an's recen t study describes the task of p res idential leadership in 
term s similar to Nixon's: 

Since directive preside ntial leadership is an inte ract ive process hec1vily 
dependent on the informal use of sources o f po wer ... a president must have (1) 
t h e vision and motivatio n to d efine and a rticulate h is agenda so as to broaden 

his base o f support; and (2) so me considerable abilit y to perform effectively in 
those in terpersonal tra nsc1ctions necessa ry fo r bringing c1bout his most 
import.mt goc11s.3 

Although Kellerman makes the important tactical point that presiden 
tia l leadership requires the s killful use of informal sources of power, 
leadership is again defined as having a vision or agenda of one's own, 
coupled with the abili ty to art icu late one's message, gain support 
t h rough transactional means, and bring one's own goals to fru ition . 

The sc1me idea of leadership appea rs to prevail in the p riva te sector. 
In a recent study of ninety leaders, Bennis and Nan us summarized th e 
conventional wisdom in this way: 

Leadership is w hc1t givt?s an organization its vision c1nd its ability to trans late 
tha t vision into rea lity. 

The leader, as social architec t, must be part artist, part des igner, part master 
craftsman, facing the challe nge of aligning the elements of the sociil l 
,,rchitecture so that, like an ideal building, it becomes a c reative synthesis 
uniquely s uited to reali z ing the guidin g vis ion of the lec1de r .. .. The effective 

leader needs to .,rt icu lat f> n e w v,,lues and norms, offf'r new visions, and use a 
variety of tools in orde r to t r;i ns f orm, s upport, il nd institutionillize new 
m eanings .,nd directions.4 

" Tf1rt'11.~l,~11/ //,is d,n,•lrr. 111ir<rr,li11,· 1• r111in1111~ ,/nwlr n 1•rrs~11 ,,{ ri//11·r <r.r. 



T h e  p r e v a i l in g  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  s e e m s  to  c o n f o r m  to  t h e  
l aws  o f  s u p p l y  a n d  d e m a n d ,  in t h a t  l e a d e r s  a n d  t h e o r i s t s  o f  t h e  s u b je c t  
h a v e  a d o p t e d  a n  idea o f  l e a d e r s h i p  t h a t  fo l lo w s  f r o m  w h a t  " f o l l o w e r s "  
are a s k i n g  for .  C o n s t i t u e n t s  a p p e a r  to  w a n t  a n s w e r s  t o  t h e i r  q u e s t i o n s ,  
so lu t io n s  to  t h e i r  p r o b l e m s ,  s e c u r i t y  in t h e i r  s u r r o u n d i n g s ,  a n d  a s e n s e  
th a t  t h e i r  in d iv id u a l  ac t iv i t i e s  a r e  c o n n e c t e d  to  l a r g e r  p u r p o s e s  a n d  
th u s  a r e  m e a n i n g f u l .  A n d  l e a d e r s  h a v e  v i e w e d  l e a d e r s h i p  ac co rd ing ly :  
t ak ing  s t a n d s ,  p r o v i d i n g  s o l u t i o n s ,  h a v i n g  a v i s ion,  a n d  i n t e r a c t i n g  w i t h  
c o n s t i t u e n t s  by  e x p l a i n i n g ,  s u p p o r t i n g ,  a n d  o r d e r i n g  so  t h a t  t h e y  feel  
pa r t  o f  t h e  v i s io n  a n d  s e c u r e  in k n o w i n g  w h a t  to  do.

 

The Traps Inherent in the Conventional Wisdom
I
|  O f  c o u r s e ,  n o  l e a d e r  c a n  c o n s i s t e n t l y  p r o v i d e  c o n s t i t u e n t s  w i t h
I so lu t ion s ,  s e c u r i t y ,  o r  m e a n i n g .  P e r h a p s  all t h a t  a l e a d e r  c a n  re l i ab ly
|  p rov ide ,  g i v e n  s u c h  e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  is fai led e x p e c t a t i o n s .  A l t h o u g h
f individua׳ ls  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  m o r e  se n s i b le  t h a n  to  e x p e c t  l e a d e r s  to
|  p r ov i de  all t h o s e  t h i n g s ,  c u l t u r a l  n o r m s  a n d  pub l i c  ide as  a r e  n o t  f o r m e d

simply  by  ind iv i dua l s .  T h e y  a r e  f o r m e d  b y  g r o u p  s y s t e m s  o f  pol i t ical ,  
o r g a n iz a t i o n a l ,  a n d  social  i n t e r a c t i o n .  (Group is u s e d  g e n e r i c a l l y  in  th i s  
c h a p t e r  to  i n c l u d e  e a c h  o f  t h e s e  s y s t e m s . )  Pub l i c  id ea s  a r i s e  w h e n  
ind iv idual s  r e p e a t e d l y  b a s e  d ec i s io ns  o n  t h e i r  p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  w h a t  m o s t  

jH o t h e r  p eo p l e  t h i n k  t h e  n o r m s  a n d  pub l i c  p r o c e d u r e s  a r e .  Fo r  e x a m p l e ,  if
H  people  t h i n k  t h a t  n e a r l y  e v e r y b o d y  a r o u n d  t h e m  u n d e r s t a n d s  a n  i s s u e
g  in a c e r t a i n  w a y ,  t h e y  wil l  be  inc l ined  to  ac t  in a g r e e m e n t  w i t h  t h a t  
I f  p reva i l ing u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  E v e n  a u t h o r i t y  f i g u re s ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e y  m a y  
H  not  a g r e e  w i t h  t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  will  h a v e  to  b a s e  t h e i r
i f  ac t ions  o n  h o w  t h e y  t h i n k  t h e i r  pu b l i c  wil l  v i e w  e v e n t s ,  if t h e y  a r e  to
| | .  achieve p rac t i c a l  r e s u l t s .  Pu b l i c  ideas  a n d  c o n v e n t i o n a l  w i s d o m  t a k e  o n
| g  a life o f  t h e i r  o w n ,  q u i t e  a p a r t  f r o m  a n y o n e ' s  p r i v a t e  sens ibi l i t ie s .

T h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  w i s d o m  o n  l e a d e r s h i p  d o e s  n o t  d i c t a t e  t h a t  a 
H k .  leader  fulfill  all t h e  speci f ic  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  c o n s t i t u e n t s .  A s  N i x o n  
K | •  su g ge s te d ,  a l e a d e r ' s  s o l u t i o n  m a y  r u n  c o n t r a r y  to  t h e  t r e n d s  in  t h e  
111; g roup.  Still,  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  v i e w  r e q u i r e s  t h a t  a l e a d e r  d e s i g n  a n d  
H p  i m p l e m e n t  s o m e  s o l u t i o n .  H e  m u s t  h a v e  s o m e  a g e n d a  to  call h i s  o w n .

A l t h o u g h  a l e a d e r  m a y  h a v e  t h e  l e e w a y  t o  i n n o v a t e  b y  c o m i n g  u p  w i t h  
n e w  s o lu t io n s ,  it w o u l d  be  q u i t e  u n l e a d e r l i k e ,  a c c o r d i n g  to  c o n v e n t i o n -  

B H .  al w i s d o m ,  n o t  to  c o m e  u p  w i t h  a n y  s o l u t i o n  a t  all.
■ 8 T ך:|| h e o r i s t s  h a v e  i n v e s t e d  g r e a t  e f f o r t  in d i s c o v e r i n g  a n d  a s s e s s i n g  
Sip,■ the m e a n s  b y  w h i c h  a l e a d e r  c a n  p r o v i d e  a n d  i m p l e m e n t  s o l u t i o n s ,  as
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The prevailing conception of leadership seems to conform to the 
Iaws of supply and demand, in that leaders and theorists of the subject 
have adopted an idea of leadership that follows from what "followers" 
are asking for. Constituents appear to want answers to their questions, 
solutions to their problems, security in their surroundings, and a sense 
that their individual activities are connected to larger purposes and 
thus .ire meaningful. And leaders have viewed leadership accordingly: 
taking stands, providing solutions, having a vision, and interacting with 
constituents by explaining, supporting, and ordering so that they feel 
part of the vision and secure in knowing what to do. 

The Traps Inltcre11f i11 //,e Co11ve11tio11nl Wisdom 

Of course, no leader can consistently provide constituents with 
solutions, security, or meaning. Perhaps all that a leader can reliably 
provide, given such expectations, is failed expectations. Although 
individuals are generally more sensible than to expect leaders to 
provide all those things, cultural norms and public ideas are not formed 
simply by individuals. They are formed by group systems of political, 
organizational, and social interaction. (Group is used generically in this 
chapter to include each of these systems.) Public ideas arise when 
individuals repeatedly base decisions on their perceptions of what most 
other people think the norms and public procedures are. For example, if 
people think that nearly everybody around them understands an issue 
in a certain way, they will be inclined to act in agreement with that 
prevailing understanding. Even authority figures, although they may 
not agree with the prevailing understanding, will have to base their 
actions on how they think their public will view events, if they are to 
achieve practical results. Public ideas and conventional wisdom take on 
a life of their own, quite apart from anyone's private sensibilities. 

The conventional wisdom on leadership does not dictate that a 
leader fulfill all the specific expechl tions of the constituents. As Nixon 
suggested, a leader's solution may run contrary to the trends in the 
group. Still, the conventional view requires that a leader design and 
implement some solution. He must have some agenda to call his own. 

J Although a leader may have the leeway to innovate by coming up with 
• new solutions, it would be quite unleaderlike, according to convention
'· al wisdom, not to come up with any solution at all. 
·-'~ 1 Theorists have invested great effort in discovering and assessing 

,"'. the means by which a leader can provide and implement solutions, as 
r 
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f o r  a k ing  as a r e j e c t i on  o f  His  a u t h o r i t y  a n d  g u i d a n c e ,  a c c o r d i n g  to  
S a m u e l .  T h e  p r o p h e t  t r i ed  to  d i s s u a d e  t h e  people .

But  the  people r efused  to hea rk en  u n to  the  voice of Samuel;  and they  said: 
"Nay;  bu t  the re  shall be a king over  us; tha t  we may be like all t he  nat ions;  and  
tha t  o u r  king may  judge us, and go out  before us, and fight out  bat t les."7

T h e  inc l in a t ion  o f  p eo p l e  to  lo o k  to  l e a d e r s  f o r  a n s w e r s  m a y  we l l  g o  
b a c k  as  f a r  as t h e  f i rs t  a g r i c u l t u r a l  soc ie t i e s  w i t h  c o m p l e x  e c o n o m i e s . 8 
T h e  y e a r n i n g  f o r  l e a d e r s h i p  is a n  a n c i e n t  p h e n o m e n o n .  A n d  l ike a n y  
d e m a n d  t h a t  f inds  its w a y  i n t o  t h e  m a r k e t p l a c e ,  th i s  y e a r n i n g  h a s  b e e n  
m e t  w i t h  a supp ly .  L e a d e r s  h a v e  a p p e a r e d ,  o r  w e r e  c h o s e n .

T h e  s u p p l y  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  s e e m s  to  h a v e  b e e n  s h a p e d  b y  t h e  
c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  d e m a n d  f o r  it. P e o p l e  f ac in g  c o m p l e x  a n d  f r u s t r a t i n g  
s i t u a t i o n s  w a n t e d  a n s w e r s ,  p r o t e c t i o n ,  a n d  o r d e r .  T h o s e  w h o  c a m e  
f o r w a r d  to  s u p p l y  t h o s e  d e m a n d s  w e r e  cal led l e ade r s .  D i f f e r e n t  s t y l e s  
o f  l e a d e r s h i p  w e r e  ca l led f o r t h  d e p e n d i n g  o n  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  s i t u a t i o n  
a n d  t h e  n o r m s  o f  soc ie ty ,  y e t  t h e s e  s ty le s  w e r e  v a r i a t i o n s  o n  a c o m m o n  
t h e m e .  T h e  bas ic idea  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  r e m a i n e d  fai r ly c o n s t a n t .

The Character of the D em and and H ow  It H as Shaped the Conventional W isdom

" W h a t  d o  y o u r  c o n s t i t u e n t s  e x p e c t  o r  d e m a n d  o f  y o u  as  a l e a d e r ? "  W e  
p o s e d  th i s  q u e s t i o n  to  h u n d r e d s  o f  e x e c u t i v e  a n d  m i d c a r e e r  s t u d e n t s  a t  
t h e  K e n n e d y  S ch o o l  o f  G o v e r n m e n t  a t  H a r v a r d  U n i v e r s i t y .  T h e  g r o u p  
i n c l u d e d  e lec ted ,  a p p o i n t e d ,  a n d  c a r e e r  off icials  f r o m  fede ra l ,  s t a t e ,  a n d  
local  g o v e r n m e n t s ;  civil s e r v a n t s  f r o m  m a n y  f o r e i g n  l a nd s ;  a n d  
c o r p o r a t e  e x e c u t i v e s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  b u s i n e s s - g o v e r n m e n t  r e l a t i o n s .  
T h e r e  w e r e  m a y o r s ,  t o p -  a n d  m id d l e - l e v e l  m a n a g e r s  in g o v e r n m e n t  
a g e n c i e s  a n d  p r i v a t e  c o r p o r a t i o n s ,  e n t r y - l e v e l  pub l i c  s e r v a n t s ,  m e m -  
b e r s  o f  C o n g r e s s ,  c o n g r e s s i o n a l  s t a f f ,  d i p l o m a t s ,  all levels  o f  m i l i t a r y  
o f f i ce r s ,  f o r e i g n  m i n i s t e r s ,  a n d  h e a d s  o f  b a n k s .  T h e i r  r e s p o n s e s  w e r e  
r e m a r k a b l y  c o n s i s t e n t .

C o n s t i t u e n t s  e x p e c t  t h e m  to  p r o v i d e  s o lu t io n s ,  s e c u r i t y ,  a n d  
m e a n i n g .  C o n s t i t u e n t s  a l so  d e m a n d  m a n y  v a r i a t i o n s  o n  t h e s e  t h e m e s :  
a n s w e r s ,  v is ion,  i n s p i r a t i o n ,  h o p e ,  c o n s i s t e n c y ,  o r d e r ,  d i r e c t i o n ,  a n d  
" j u s t  tell  m e  w h a t  to  do . "  T h e  o ff ic ia ls  in t u r n  be l i eve  t h a t  t h e s e  
e x p e c t a t i o n s  a r e  t h e  n o r m  a n d  t h a t  t h e i r  t a s k  as  l e a d e r s  is to  fulfi l l  
t h e m .
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for a king as a rejection of His authority and guidance, according to 
Samuel. The prophet tried to dissuade the people. 

But the people refused to hearken unto the voice of Samuel; ;ind they said: 
"Nay; but there shall be a king over us; that we may be like all the nations; ;ind 
that our king may judge us, and go out before us, and fight out b.ittles."7 

The inclination of people to look to leaders for answers may well go 
back as far as the first agricultural societies with complex economies.8 

The yearning for leadership is an ancient phenomenon. And like any 
demand that finds its way into the marketplace, this yearning has been 
met with a supply. Leaders have appeared, or were chosen. 

The supply of leadership seems to have been shaped by the 
character of the demand for it. People facing complex and frus trating 
situations wanted answers, protection, and order. Those who came 
forward to supply those demands were called leaders. Different styles 
of leadership were called forth depending on the particular situation 
and the norms of society, ye t these styles were vJriations on a common 
theme. The basic idea of leadership remained fa irly constant. 

The Chnrncler of lhe De11u11ul nml How II Hns Shnped f/,e Convmfionnl Wisdom 

"What do your constituents expect or demand of you as a leader?" We 
posed this question to hundreds of executive and midcareer students at 
the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University. The group 
included elected, appointed, and career officials from federal, state, and 
local governments; civil servants from many foreign lands; and 
corporate executives responsible for business-government relations. 
There were mayors, top- and middle-level managers in government 
agencies and private corporations, entry-level public servants, mem
bers of Congress, congressional staff, diplomats, all levels of military 
officers, foreign ministers, and heads of banks. Their responses were 
remarkably consistent. 

Constituents expect them to provide solutions, security, and 
meaning . Constitue nts also demand many varic1tions on these themes: 
answers, vision, inspiration, hope, consistency, order, direction, and 
"just tell me what to do." The officials in turn believe that these 
expectations are the norm and that their t;isk ;is leaders is to fulfill 
them. 
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S ec o n d ,  a n d  p e r h a p s  m o r e  t el l ing ,  c o n v e n t i o n a l  l e a d e r s h i p  o p e r a t e s  
w i t h  a bas ic m i s c o n c e p t i o n  r e g a r d i n g  h o w  a soc ie t y  s u c ce ed s  in 
a d d r e s s i n g  c o m p l e x  pu b l i c  p r o b l e m s .  D i f f i cu l t  pub l i c  pol icy s i t u a t i o n s  
a r e  h a r d  to  d e f i n e  a n d  r e s o l v e  p r e c i s e l y  b e c a u s e  t h e y  d e m a n d  t h e  w o r k  
a n d  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e  c o n s t i t u e n t s .  T h u s  m a n y  c o m p l e x  p r o b l e m s  
a r e  n o t  a m e n a b l e  to  s o l u t i o n s  p r o v i d e d  b y  l e ade r s ;  t h e i r  s o l u t i o n s  
r e q u i r e  t h a t  c o n s t i t u e n t s  a d d r e s s  t h e  p r o b l e m a t i c  s i t u a t i o n s  t h a t  face 
t h e m .

A  T y p o lo g y  o f  S itu a t io n s

By w a y  o f  a n a lo g y ,  c o n s i d e r  t h e  jo b  o f  a  ph ys ic i a n .  P a t i e n t s  a n d  t h e i r  
f ami l i e s  r o u t i n e l y  c o m e  t o  p h y s i c i a n s  e x p e c t i n g  s o lu t io n s ,  a n d  p h y s i -  
c i ans ,  l ike l e ad e r s ,  t r y  to  p r o v i d e  t h e m .  T h e  ro le  o f  t h e  p hy s i c i a n  a n d  
t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  w i s d o m  t h a t  r e i n f o r c e s  it h a v e  b e e n  s h a p e d  b y  t h e  
g r o u p ' s  d e m a n d .  P h y s i c i a n s  d e f i n e  t h e i r  jo b  in t e r m s  o f  p r o v i d i n g  
s o l u t io n s ;  t h e y  d i a g n o s e ,  t r e a t ,  a n d  t r y  t o  c u r e  il lness.

T h i s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  d o c t o r ' s  job  is pe r f e c t l y  a d e q u a t e  in 
s o m e  s i t u a t i o n s .  T o  a p a t i e n t  w i t h  a n  i n f e c t i o n ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  
ph y s i c i a n  ca n  s o m e t i m e s  say ,  "I h a v e  a n  an t ib io t i c  m e d i c a t i o n  t h a t  will  
a l m o s t  d e f in i t e l y  c u r e  y o u  w i t h o u t  a n y  e f f o r t  o r  life a d j u s t m e n t  n e e d e d  
o n  y o u r  p a r t .  T h e  m e d i c a t i o n  is v i r t u a l l y  h a r m l e s s .  I c a n  g iv e  y o u  o n e  
s h o t ,  o r  a w e e k  o f  pills,  w h i c h e v e r  y o u  p r e f e r . "  W e  ca n  call t h i s  a T y p e  I 
s i t u a t i o n — o n e  in w h i c h  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  e x p e c t a t i o n s  t h a t  t h e  d o c t o r  ca n  
p r o v i d e  a s o l u t i o n  a r e  r ea l i s t i c  a n d  t h e  p r o b l e m  s i t u a t i o n  ca n  be  de f in e d ,  
t r e a t e d ,  a n d  c u r e d  u s i n g  t h e  d o c t o r ' s  e x p e r t i s e  a n d  r e q u i r i n g  v e r y  l i t t le 
w o r k  o n  t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  p a t i e n t .  T h e s e  a r e  t h e  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  
m e c h a n i c a l  s i t u a t i o n s  in w h i c h  o n e  c a n  g o  to  s o m e b o d y  a n d  " g e t  it 
f ixed . "  A n d  f r o m  t h e  d o c t o r ' s  p o i n t  o f  v ie w ,  t h e s e  a r e  t h o s e  g r a t i f y i n g  
m o m e n t s  w h e n  h e  c a n  a c t u a l l y  so lv e  a p a t i e n t ' s  p r o b l e m .  A l t h o u g h  t h e  
p a t i e n t ' s  c o o p e r a t i o n  will  b e  c r uc ia l  in T y p e  1 s i t u a t i o n s ,  t h e  w e i g h t  o f  
p r o b l e m  d e f i n i n g  a n d  p r o b l e m  so lv i n g  falls o n  t h e  ph ys ic i an .

T y p e  II s i t u a t i o n s  a r e  f a r  m o r e  c o m m o n .  H e r e  t h e  p r o b l e m  is 
de f in a b le  b u t  n o  c l e a r - c u t  t e c h n ic a l  s o l u t i o n  is avai lable ;  t h e  d o c t o r  ca n  
o f fe r  s o m e  r e m e d i e s  b u t  n o  c u r e s .  H e a r t  d i s e as e  s o m e t i m e s  p r e s e n t s  a 
T y p e  II s i t u a t i o n .  T h e  p a t i e n t  c a n  b e  r e s t o r e d  t o  m o r e  o r  l e ss  ful l  
o p e r a t i n g  cap ac i ty ,  b u t  o n l y  if h e  t a k e s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  h i s  h e a l t h  by  
m a k i n g  a p p r o p r i a t e  life a d j u s t m e n t s ;  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  h e  m a y  h a v e  to  
co n s i d e r  t h e  d o c t o r ' s  p r e s c r i p t i o n s  r e g a r d i n g  l o n g - t e r m  m e d i c a t i o n ,  
exe rc ise ,  d i e t  p r o g r a m ,  s t r e s s  r e d u c t i o n ,  a n d  so  f o r t h .  T y p e  II s i t u a t i o n s
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Second, and perhaps more telling, conventional leadership operates 
with a basic misconception regarding how a society succeeds in 
addressing complex public problems. Difficult public policy situations 
are hard to define and resolve precisely because they demand the work 
and responsibility of the constituents. Thus many complex problems 
are not amenable to solutions provided by leaders; their solutions 
require that constituents address the problematic situations that face 
them. 

A Typology of Situations 

By way of analogy, consider the job of a physician. Patients and their 
families routinely come to physicians expecting solutions, and physi
cians, like leaders, try to provide them. The role of the physician and 
the conventional wisdom that reinforces it have been shaped by the 
group's demand. Physicians define their job in terms of providing 
solutions; they diagnose, treat, and t ry to cure illness. 

This characterization of the doctor's job is perfectly adequate in 
some situations. To a patient with an infection, for example, the 
physician can sometimes say, "I have an antibiotic medication that will 
almost definitely cure you without any effort or life adjustment needed 
on your part. The medication is v irtually harmless. I can give you one 
shot, or a week of pills, whicheve:r yo u prefer." We can call this a Type I 
situation- one in which the patient's expectations that the doctor can 
provide a solution are realistic and the problem situation can be defined, 
treated, and cured using the doctor's expertise and requiring very little 
work on the part of the patient. These are the straightforward 
mechanical situations in which one can go to somebody and "get it 
fixed." And from the doctor's point of view, these are those gratifying 
moments when he can actually solve a patient's problem. Although the 
patient's cooperation will be crucial in Type I situations, the weight of 
problem defining and problem solving falls on the physician. 

Type II situations are far more common. Here the problem is 
definable but no clear-cut technical solution is available; the doctor can 
offer some remedies but no cures. Heart disease sometimes presents a 
Type II situation. The patient can be restored to more or less full 
operating capacity, but only if he takes responsibility for his health by 
making appropriate life adjustments; in particular, he may have to 
consider the doctor's prescriptions regarding long-term medication, 
exercise, diet program, stress reduction, and so forth. Type II situations 
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wel l  as  t h e  special  p e r s o n a l  qua l i t i e s  n e e d e d  to  i m p l e m e n t  h is  so lu -  
t i o n s . 9 M a n y  r e c e n t  w r i t e r s  h a v e  a t t e m p t e d  to  t r a n s c e n d  m a k i n g  v a l u e  
j u d g m e n t s  o f  a l e ad e r ' s  p a r t i c u l a r  s o l u t i o n  o r  vis ion,  f o c u s i n g  i n s t e a d  
o n  t h e  s t r a t e g i c  a n d  tact ical  m e a n s  by  w h i c h  a l e a d e r  c a n  a c c o m p l i s h  his  
a i m s — w h e t h e r  t h r o u g h  a b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  pol i t ical  i n t e r -  
c h a n g e  a n d  t h e  m e c h a n i s m s  f o r  m a n a g i n g  p o w e r  a n d  in f lu e nc e ,  
p rac t i c a l  in s i g h t s  i n to  t h e  d e s i g n  a n d  b e h a v i o r  o f  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  o r  
e f f e c t i v e  c o m m u n i c a t i o n ,  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  t r u s t ,  a n d  e f f o r t s  to  
e m p o w e r  o t h e r s . 10 In e f fec t ,  s c h o l a r s  a n d  t h e o r i s t s  h a v e  b a s e d  t h e i r  
w o r k  o n  t h e  p o p u l a r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  l e a d e r s h i p ,  w h i c h  is l ef t  
u n q u e s t i o n e d .

T h e r e  a r e  d a n g e r s  in u s i n g  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  g r o u p  to  d e f in e  
t h e  idea o f  l e ad e r s h i p .  T h e  g r o u p  ins i s t s  t h a t  t h e  l e a d e r  p r o v i d e  
s o l u t i o n s .  Y e t  o n l y  a v e r y  l im i te d  n u m b e r  o f  p r o b l e m a t i c  s i t u a t i o n s  ca n  
b e  r e s o l v e d  by  a l e a d e r  p r o v i d i n g  s o lu t i o n s ;  a n d  t h e r e i n  lies t h e  t r ap .  
E v e n  in s i t u a t i o n s  w h e r e  s o l u t i o n s  c a n  be  g iv e n ,  t h e  v e r y  ac t  o f  
p r o v i d i n g  t h e m  will  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  g r o u p ' s  p r e s u m p t i o n  t h a t  l e a d e r s  can  
be  r el i ed u p o n  to  f ind s o l u t i o n s  a n d  s h o u l d  be  e x p e c t e d  to  d o  so.

T h e  t r a p  h a s  t w o  v ic t ims :  t h e  l e a d e r  a n d  t h e  g r o u p .  W h e n  t h e  
l e a d e r  is s u c c e s s fu l  in p r o v i d i n g  s o l u t i o n s ,  t h e  g r o u p  will  p r o b a b l y  
e x p e c t  m o r e  o f  h i m  in t h e  f u t u r e .  C o n v e n t i o n a l  suc ce ss  in l e a d e r s h i p  
wil l  p r o m p t  t h e  g r o u p  to  " u p  t h e  a n t e . "  A l t h o u g h  th i s  r e s p o n s e  m a y  
f l a t t e r  a l e ad e r ' s  v a n i t y ,  it is ful l  o f  per i l .  It is pos s i b le  t h a t  s u c c e s s  will  
e s t a b l i s h  a t r a c k  r e c o r d  t h a t  b u y s  t h e  l e a d e r  s o m e  l a t i t u d e  a n d  t i m e  to 
h a v e  f a i lu re s ,  p e r h a p s  e v e n  e n o u g h  t i m e  f o r  h i m  t o  die a n a t u r a l  d e a t h  
w h i l e  r e m a i n i n g  a h e r o  to  h i s  pe o p l e .  B u t  if t h e  p r o b l e m s  a r e  g r e a t ,  t h e  
g r o u p ' s  r i s ing  e x p e c t a t i o n s  m a y  e v e n t u a l l y  s u r p a s s  t h e  l e ad e r ' s  mag ica l  
p o w e r s ,  c a u s i n g  h is  d o w n f a l l .  T h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  is ful l  o f  s u c h  
l e a d e r s  ( F e r d i n a n d  M a r c o s ,  L y n d o n  J o h n s o n ,  In d i ra  G a n d h i ,  B e n i to  
M u s s o l i n i )  w h o s e  ea r l y  s u c c e s s e s  f o s t e r e d  u n r e a l i s t i c  e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  
b o t h  w i t h i n  t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  in t h e i r  c o n s t i t u e n t s .

T h e  t r a p  is eq u a l l y  d a n g e r o u s  f o r  t h e  g r o u p .  Fi rs t ,  c o n v e n t i o n a l  
s u c c e s s  in l e a d e r s h i p  m a y  d e c r e a s e  t h e  g r o u p ' s  o w n  a d a p t i v e  capac i ty.  
R e p e a t e d  su cc es s ,  j u s t  as  it i n c r e a s e s  d e p e n d e n c y  o n  t h e  l e ad e r ,  m a y  
w e a k e n  t h e  c o n s t i t u e n t s '  abi l i ty  to  f ace,  de f in e ,  a n d  so lv e  p r o b l e m s .  
T h e  d a n g e r  f o r  t h e  g r o u p  c ou l d  be  r e d u c e d  if t h e  l e a d e r  t o o k  s t eps ,  
d u r i n g  a n d  a f t e r  su c ce ss ,  t o  d i s c o u r a g e  t h e  p r e d i l e c t io n  to  loo k  to  h i m  
f o r  m o r e  a n s w e r s  in t h e  f u t u r e .  O f  c o u r s e ,  l e ad e r s ,  o p e r a t i n g  by  the  
c o n v e n t i o n a l  w i s d o m ,  u s u a l l y  d o  j u s t  t h e  o p p o s i t e  w h e n  t h e y  m e e t  
w i t h  suc cess ;  t h e y  b o l s t e r  t h e  g r o u p ' s  in f l a t e d  e x p e c t a t i o n s .

f 
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well as the special personal qualities needed to implement his solu
tions.9 Many recent writers have attempted to transcend making vc1lue 
judgments of a leader's particular solution or vision, focusing instead 
on the strategic and tactical me.ms by which a leader can accomplish his 
aims- whether through a better understanding of political inter
change and the mechanisms for managing power and influence, 
practical insights into the design and behavior of organizations, or 
effective communication, the development of trust, and efforts to 
empower others. 10 In effect, scholars and theorists have based their 
work on the popular understanding of leadership, which is left 
unquestioned. 

There are dangers in using the expectations of the group to define 
the idea of leadership. The group insists that the leader provide 
solutions. Yet only a very limited number of problematic situations can 
be resolved by a leader providing solutions; and therein lies the trap. 
Even in situations where solutions can be given, the very act of 
providing them will reinforce the group's presumption that leaders can 
be relied upon to find solutions and should be expected to do so. 

The trap has two victims; the leader and the group. When the 
leader is successful in providing solutions, the group will probably 
expect more of him in the future. Conventional success in leadership 
will prompt the group to ''up the ante.'' Although this response may 
flatter a leader's vanity, it is full of peril. It is possible that success will 
establish a track record that buys the leader some latitude and time to 
have failures, perhaps even enough time for him to die a natural death 
while remaining a hero to his people. But if the problems are great, the 
group's rising expectations may eventually surpass the leader's magical 
powers, causing his downfall. The twentieth century is full of such 
leaders (Ferdinand Marcos, Lyndon Johnson, Indira Gandhi, Benito 
Mussolini) whose early successes fostered unrealistic expectations, 
both within themselves and in their constituents. 

The trap is equally dangerous for the group. First, conventional 
success in leadership may decrease the group's own adaptive capacity. 
Repeated success, just as it increases dependency on the leader, may 
weaken the constituents' ability to face, define, and solve problems. 
The danger for the group could be reduced if the leader took steps, 
during and after success, to discourage the predilection to look to him 
for more answers in the future. Of course, leaders, operating by the 
conventional wisdom, usually do just the opposite when they meet 
with success; they bolster the group's inflated expect;itions. 
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In T y p e  III s i t u a t i o n s ,  a n d  o f t e n  in  T y p e  II, t h e  p h y s i c i a n  c a n  he lp  
t h e  p a t i e n t  f ace  t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  d e f i n e  p r o b l e m s ,  a n d  d e v e l o p  s o l u t i o n s ,  
b u t  h e  c a n n o t  "f ix i t ." T h e r e f o r e  it is c o u n t e r p r o d u c t i v e  f o r  t h e  d o c t o r  
to  d e f i n e  h is  t a s k  w i t h i n  a f r a m e w o r k  b a s e d  o n  p a t i e n t s '  e x p e c t a t i o n s  
(i.e., to  p r o v id e  s o l u t i o n s ,  to  d i a g n o s e  a n d  t r e a t  i l lness).

A n  a l t e r n a t i v e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e  p h y s ic i a n ' s  j o b —" h e l p i n g  t h e  
p a t i e n t  d o  his w o r k " — w o u l d  s e r v e  we l l  in  e a c h  o f  t h e s e  s i t u a t i o n s .  If 
t h e  p r o b l e m  d e f i n i t i o n  a n d  t r e a t m e n t  a r e  c l e a r - c u t  ( T y p e  I), t h e n  
h e l p in g  t h e  p a t i e n t  f ace  a n d  a d j u s t  to  h is  p r o b l e m a t i c  r ea l i t y  wil l  co n s i s t  
o f  t e l l ing  h i m  h e  h a s  a c e r t a i n  p r o b l e m  a n d  r e c o m m e n d i n g  t h e  
a p p r o p r i a t e  t r e a t m e n t .  If t h e  p r o b l e m  d e f i n i t i o n  is c l e a r - c u t  b u t  t h e  
t r e a t m e n t  is n o t  p u r e l y  t e c h n ic a l  ( T y p e  II), s o  t h a t  t h e  p a t i e n t  m u s t  
e v a l u a t e  a n d  m a k e  life a d j u s t m e n t s ,  t h e n  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  p e r s u a s i o n  
m a y  be  n e e d e d  t o  m o b i l i z e  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  r e s o u r c e s  to  d o  t h a t  w o r k .  A n d  
if t h e  p r o b l e m  s i t u a t i o n  is c o m p l e x  a n d  t h e  t r e a t m e n t  u n c l e a r  ( T y p e  
III), t h e n  t h e  t r e a t m e n t  will  r e q u i r e  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in 
d e f in i n g  t h e  speci f ic  p r o b l e m s  w i t h i n  t h e  o ve r a l l  s i t u a t i o n  a n d  d e v i s i n g  
so lu t io n s  f o r  ea ch .  T h e  d o c t o r  c a n n o t  d o  th i s  w o r k ;  o n ly  t h e  p a t i e n t  a n d  
his f a m i ly  c a n  d e t e r m i n e  h o w  t h e  p r o b l e m s  s h o u l d  be d e f i n e d  in  t h e  
f i rs t  place,  let  a l o n e  t r e a t e d .  A l t h o u g h  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  s ty le  o f  t h e  
phy s ic i a n  will  h a v e  to  c h a n g e  d e p e n d i n g  o n  t h e  t y p e  o f  s i t u a t i o n ,  t h e  
bas ic s t a n c e  o f  t h e  p h y s i c i a n — t o  h e l p  t h e  p a t i e n t  d o  h i s  w o r k — will 
r e m a i n  c o n s t a n t .

T h e R ea lm  o f P u b lic  P o lic y

M a n y  i m p o r t a n t  p r o b l e m s  in  a n y  r e a l m  a r e  o f  T y p e  II a n d  T y p e  III. 
Publ ic  pol icy is n o  e x c e p t i o n .  T h e  p r o b l e m s  a r e  m e s s y .  M a n y  p e o p l e  a r e  
inv o lv ed ,  a n d  m a n y  o f  t h e m  d i s a g r e e  o n  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  as  wel l  a s  t h e  
t r e a t m e n t  o f  t h e  p r o b l e m .  W i t h  p o v e r t y ,  c r i m e ,  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  d i s p u t e s ,  
po l lu t ion ,  e d u c a t i o n  pol icy,  a n d  so  f o r t h ,  m u c h  o f  t h e  w o r k  c o n s i s t s  o f  
d e f in i ng  t h e  p r o b l e m ,  n o t  j u s t  s o l v i n g  it. F u r t h e r m o r e ,  in  pub l i c  pol icy 
s i t u a t i o n s  o f  t y p e s  II a n d  III, t h e  d e f i n i n g  a n d  so lv i n g  c o m p r i s e  
s ign i f i can t  pol i t ica l  a n d  socia l  l e a r n i n g  p r o c e s s e s  a s  t h e  v a r i o u s  
c o n s t i t u e n c i e s  i n v o l v e d  s o r t  o u t  t h e i r  o r i e n t a t i o n ,  va l u e s ,  a n d  p o t e n t i a l  
t r ade of f s .  N o  " l e a d e r "  c a n  m a g ic a l ly  d o  th i s  w o r k .

O n l y  t h e  g r o u p — t h e  r e l e v a n t  c o m m u n i t y  o f  i n t e r e s t s — c a n  d o  th i s  
w o r k .  It m u s t  d o  t h e  s o r t i n g  a n d  l e a r n i n g  n e c e s s a r y  t o  d e f i n e  w h a t  
c o n s t i t u t e s  a p r o b l e m .  It m u s t  m a k e  t h e  a d a p t a t i o n s  a n d  a d j u s t m e n t s  
to t h e  p r o b l e m  s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  m o s t  s o l u t i o n s  r e q u i r e .  S o l u t i o n s  in
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In Type III situations, and often in Type II, the physician can help 
the patient face the situation, define problems, and develop solutions, 
but he cannot "fix it." Therefore it is counterproductive for the doctor 
to define his task within a framework based on patients' expectations 
(i.e., to provide solutions, to diagnose and treat illness). 

An alternative definition of the physician's job-"helping the 
patient do his work" -would serve well in each of these situations. If 
the problem definition and treatment are clear-cut (Type I), then 
helping the patient face and adjust to his problematic rea!ity will consist 
of telling him he has a certain problem and recommending the 
appropriate treatment. If the problem definition is clear-cut but the 
treatment is not purely technical (Type 11), so that the patient must 
evaluate and make life adjustments, then education and persuasion 
may be needed to mobilize the patient's resources to do that work. And 
if the problem situation is complex and the treatment unclear (Type 
III), then the treatment will require the patient's participation in 
defining the specific problems within the overall situation and devising 
solutions for each. The doctor cannot do this work; only the patient and 
his family can determine how the problems should be defined in the 
first place, let alone treated. Although the particular style of the 
physician will have to change depending on the type of situation, the 
basic stance of the physician- to help the patient do his work- will 
remain constant. 

The Realm of Public Policy 

Many important problems in any realm are of Type II and Type III. 
Public policy is no exception. The problems are messy. Many people are 
involved, and many of them disagree on the definition as well as the 
treatment of the problem. With poverty, crime, international disputes, 
pollution, education policy, and so forth, much of the work consists of 
defining the problem, not just solving it. Furthermore, in public policy 
situations of types II and III, the defining and solving comprise 
significant political and social learning processes as the various 
constituencies involved sort out their orientation, values, and potential 
tradeoffs. No "leader" can magically do this work. 

Only the group-the relevant community of interests-can do this 
work. It must do the sorting and learning necessary to define what 
constitutes a problem. It must make the adaptations and adjustments 
to the problem situation that most solutions require. Solutions in 
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c a n  be m a n a g e d  o n l y  p a r t i a l ly  by  t h e  p h y s i c i a n  in a m e c h a n i c a l  w a y .  H e  
d i a g n o s e s  a n d  p r e s c r i b e s ,  b u t  h i s  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  wil l  h a v e  s ide  
e f fe c t s  r e q u i r i n g  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  e v a l u a t i o n  o f  t h e  t r ad e o f f s .

In  T y p e  III s i t u a t i o n s ,  t h e  p r o b l e m  d e f in i t i o n  is n o t  c l ea r -c u t ,  a n d  n o  
t e c h n i c a l  f ixes  a r e  avai lable .  C h r o n i c  disabi l i ty o r  i m p e n d i n g  d e a t h  
f r o m  a n y  c a u s e  fi ts th i s  c a t e g o r y .  In t h e s e  s i t u a t i o n s ,  t h e  d o c t o r  ca n  
c o n t i n u e  to  o p e r a t e  in a m e c h a n i c a l  m o d e  b y  d i a g n o s i n g  a n d  p r e s c r i b -  
i n g  r e m e d i e s  ( a n d  a r e m e d y  o f  s o m e  s o r t  c a n  u s u a l l y  be  f o u n d ) .  B u t  if 
h e  d o e s  so,  t h e  p r o b l e m - d e f i n i n g  a n d  - s o l v i n g  w o r k  o f  b o t h  d o c t o r  a n d  
p a t i e n t  wil l  be  a v o i d e d .  In t h e s e  s i t u a t i o n s ,  t r e a t i n g  t h e  i l lness  is t o o  
n a r r o w  a w a y  to  d e f i n e  t h e  p h y s ic i a n ' s  t a sk.  T h e  p r o b l e m ,  a n d  
c o n s e q u e n t l y  t h e  r e q u i r e d  w o r k ,  h a v e  to  be u n d e r s t o o d  m o r e  b r o a d l y  
t h a n  t h e  p a r t i c u la r  d i agn os i s .  W h e n  cri t ical  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  a r e  
p r o b a b l y  u n c h a n g e a b l e ,  t h e  p r o b l e m  m u s t  be  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  f r o m  t h e  
m e d ic a l  c o n d i t i o n — t h e  d ia gn o s i s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  if t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  d i a g n o -  
sis is a n  a d v a n c e d  s t a g e  o f  c a n c e r  in w h i c h  t h e  l ik e l ihood  o f  c u r e  is 
r e m o t e ,  it m a y  be u s e l e s s — i n d e e d ,  a d en i a l  o f  r e a l i t y — to  d e f i n e  t h e  
p r i m a r y  p r o b l e m  as  ca n c e r .  C a n c e r ,  in th i s  case ,  is a c o n d i t i o n .  T o  t h e  
l i m i t e d  e x t e n t  it c a n  be t r e a t e d  a t  all, it is o n l y  p a r t  o f  t h e  p r o b l e m .  T o  
d e f i n e  c a n c e r  as  t h e  p r i m a r y  p r o b l e m  le ad s  e v e r y o n e  i n v o l v e d  to  
c o n c e n t r a t e  o n  f in d in g  s o l u t i o n s  to  t h e  c a n c e r ,  t h u s  d i v e r t i n g  t h e i r  
a t t e n t i o n  f r o m  t h e  w o r k  a t  h a n d .  T h e  p a t i e n t ' s  w o r k  c o n s i s t s  o f  f a c in g  
a n d  m a k i n g  a d j u s t m e n t s  to  h a r s h  r ea l i t i e s  t h a t  g o  b e y o n d  h is  h e a l t h  
c o n d i t i o n  a n d  t h a t  in c lu de  se v e r a l  poss ib le  p r o b l e m s :  m a k i n g  t h e  m o s t  
o u t  o f  life; c o n s i d e r i n g  w h a t  t h e  c h i l d r e n  m a y  n e e d  a f t e r  h e  is g o n e ;  
p r e p a r i n g  a s p o u s e ,  p a r e n t s ,  l o ve d  o n e s ,  a n d  f r i en ds ;  c o m p l e t i n g  
i m p o r t a n t  t a sks,  a n d  so  f o r t h .

T a b l e  8.1 s u m m a r i z e s  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  t h e  t h r e e  t y p e s  o f  
s i t u a t i o n s .

T a b le  8.1 Situational Types

P r im a r y
Locus o f  

W o r kTrentnicnl
P ro b lem

D e fin it io n

physician

physician and patient  

patient

clear

unclear

unclear

clear

clear

unclear

T y p e  I 

T y p e  II 

T yp e  III
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can be managed only partially by the physician in a mechanical way. He 
diagnoses and prescribes, but his recommendations will have side 
effects requiring the patient's evaluation of the tradeoffs. 

In Type III situations, the problem definition is not clear-cut, and no 
technical fixes are available. Chronic disability or impending death 
from any cause fits this category. In these situations, the doctor can 
continue to operate in a mechanical mode by diagnosing and prescrib
ing remedies (and a remedy of some sort can usually be found). But if 
he does so, the problem-defining and-solving work of both doctor and 

\I patient will be avoided. In these situations, treating the illness is too 
l narrow a way to define the physician's task. The problem, and 

consequently the required work, have to be understood more broadly 
than the particular diagnosis. When critical aspects of the situation are 
probably unchangeable, the problem must be distinguished from the 
medical condition- the diagnosis. For example, if the patient's diagno
sis is an advanced stage of cancer in which the likelihood of cure is 
remote, it may be useless- indeed, a denial of reillity- to define the 
primary problem as cancer. Cancer, in this case, is a condition. To the 
limited extent it can be treated at all, it is only part of the problem. To 
define cancer as the primary problem leads everyone involved to 
concentrate on finding solutions to the cancer, thus diverting their 
attention from the work at hand. The patient's work consists of facing 
and making adjustments to harsh realities that go beyond his health 
condition and that include several possible problems: making the most 
out of life; considering what the children may need after he is gone; 
preparing a spouse, parents, loved ones, c1nd friends; completing 
important tasks, and so forth. 

Table 8.1 summarizes the characteristics of the three types of 
situations. 

Table 8.1 Situ.itional Types 

Type I 

Type II 

Type III 

Prob/rm 
Drfi11ilio11 

clear 

clear 

tincle.ir 

T rrrrl mrnl 

clear 

unclear 

unclear 

Pri111nry 

Loc us of 
Work 

physician 

physician and patient 

patient 
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r o u t i n e  o f  a c t i o n  t h a t  n e g l e c t s  i m p o r t a n t  p a r t s  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  In t h e  
case  o f  d r u g  a b u s e ,  h e  m a y  v i e w  t h e  p r o b l e m  as  d r u g  su p p ly .  O n  th e  
o t h e r  h a n d ,  if h e  s t a r t s  w i t h  t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  m o s t  s i t u a t i o n s  a r e  of  
T y p e  II o r  T y p e  III, t h e n  h e  will  be  r e a d y  w h e n  n e c e s s a r y  to  h e l p  
c o n s t i t u e n t s  c o n f r o n t  t h o s e  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  a r e  n o t  c l ea r ly 
de f ine d  o r  so lv e d ,  a n d  t h a t  r e q u i r e  t h e i r  w o r k .

A s  w o r k  o n  i s s u e s  a d v a n c e s ,  T y p e  III s i t u a t i o n s  c a n  be  b r o k e n  
d o w n  p a r t i a l l y  i n t o  T y p e  II a n d  T y p e  I c o m p o n e n t s .  A s  w i t h  t h e  d r u g  
a b u s e  s i t u a t i o n ,  w h e n  c o n d i t i o n s  a r e  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  f r o m  p r o b l e m s ,  a n d  
a l t e r n a t i v e  p r o b l e m  d e f i n i t i o n s  a r e  c r e a t e d  a n d  s o r t e d  t h r o u g h ,  pol icy 
m a k e r s  a n d  c o n s t i t u e n t s  wil l  g e n e r a t e  a s e r i e s  o f  d i s c r e t e  f r a m e s  f o r  
th e  p r o b l e m .  T h e  p o i n t  f o r  t h e  po l i cy m a k e r  is n o t  t o  lock  a n y  s i t u a t i o n  
in to  a p a r t i c u l a r  c a t e g o r y ,  b u t  to  e s t a b l i s h  a n  a p p r o a c h  t h a t  r o u t i n e l y  
s t e e r s  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  t o w a r d  a d d r e s s i n g  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  b u t  f r e q u e n t l y  
m o s t  d i f f i cul t  a n d  i g n o r e d  a s p e c t s  o f  a p r o b l e m a t i c  r e a l i t y — f or  
e x a m p le ,  t h a t  t h e  d e m a n d  f o r  d r u g s  m a y  o r i g i n a t e  w i t h i n  t h e  
c o m m u n i t y  i tself .

B e c a u s e  c o n s t i t u e n t s  m a y  cl ing r igidly to  o n e  w a y  o f  v i e w i n g  t h e  
s i t u a t i o n ,  t h e  w o r k  o f  d e f i n i n g  a n d  s o lv i n g  p r o b l e m s  m u s t  p r o v o k e  
l e a r n in g .  T h e  ac t  o f  s o r t i n g  o u t  t h e i r  v a l u e s  a n d  p o i n t s  o f  v i e w  o n  a 
co m p le x  i s s ue ,  o f  d e b a t i n g  t h e  m e r i t s  o f  v a r i o u s  c o m p e t i n g  f r a m e s  f o r  
t h e  p r o b l e m ,  is i t s e l f  p a r t  o f  t h e  a d j u s t m e n t  p r o c e s s  b y  w h i c h  
c o n s t i t u e n t s  a c h i e v e  s o lu t io n s .

I n v e n t i v e  p e o p l e  h a v e  s o m e t i m e s  b e e n  ab le  t o  t u r n  T y p e  II a n d  
T y p e  III s i t u a t i o n s  i n t o  T y p e  I; t h e y  f ind  a c u r e .  W i t h  a d v a n c e s  in 
n a t u r a l  o r  social  sc i en t i f i c  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  w e  occ as io na l l y  c o n v e r t  
m e s s y  s i t u a t i o n s  i n t o  c l e a r - c u t  o n e s .  T h e  d i s c o v e r y  o f  penici l l in  
t r a n s f o r m e d  m o s t  ca se s  o f  p n e u m o n i a  i n t o  s i t u a t i o n s  o f  T y p e  I. M a n y  
of  u s  n o  l o n g e r  h a v e  to  l ive w i t h  t h e  u n c o n t r o l l a b l e  f lo o d i n g  o f  r iv e r s  
be ca us e  t h o u s a n d s  o f  y e a r s  a g o  s o m e  p e o p l e  i n v e n t e d  t h e  d a m .

F e w  if a n y  pu b l i c  pol icy p r o b l e m s  a r e  c l e a r - c u t ,  h o w e v e r .  E v e n  t h e  
bu i ld ing  o f  a d a m  h a s  p r o b l e m a t i c  s ide  e f fe c t s .  D a m s  r e q u i r e  r e s o u r c e s  
t h a t  m i g h t  b e  ap p l i e d  to  o t h e r  e f f o r t s ;  t h e y  c h a n g e  t h e  d e m o g r a p h y ,  
ecology ,  a n d  socia l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  a n  a r e a ,  w i t h  m i x e d  c o n s e q u e n c e s  f o r  
social v a l u e s ,  n o r m s ,  a n d  b e h a v i o r .  T h e y  c a n  b u r s t  o p e n  w i t h  
c a t a s t r o p h i c  r e s u l t s  d o w n s t r e a m .  T h o u g h  f lo o d in g  m a y  a p p e a r  to  be  a 
T y p e  I s i t u a t i o n ,  a p r o b l e m  t h a t  c a n  b e  s o l v e d  b y  a d a m ,  e v i d e n t l y  it is 
׳ not .  Pol icy  m a k e r s  wil l  b e  f aced  w i t h  q u e s t i o n s  like: w h o  is t o  k n o w  
h o w  b r o a d l y  o r  n a r r o w l y  to  d e f i n e  t h e  p r o b l e m  f o r  w h i c h  b u i l d i n g  a
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routine of action th.at neglects important parts of the situation. In the 
case of drug abuse, he may view the problem as drug supply. On the 
other hand, if he starts with the assumption that most situations are of 
Type II or Type III, then he will be ready when necessary to help 
constituents confront those aspects of the situation that are not clearly 
defined or solved, and that require their work. 

As work on issues advances, Type III situations can be broken 
down partially into Type II and Type I components. As with the drug 
abuse situation, when conditions are distinguished from problems, and 
alternative problem definitions are created and sorted through, policy 
makers and constituents will generate a series of discrete frames for 
the problem. The point for the policy maker is not to lock any situation 
into a particular category, but to establish an approach that routinely 
steers the community toward addressing the essential but frequently 
most difficult and ignored aspects of a problematic reali ty-for 
example, that the demand for drugs may orig inate within the 
community itself. 

Because constituents may cling rigidly to one way of viewing the 
situation, the work of defining and solving problems must provoke 
learning. The act of sorting out their values and points of view o n a 
complex issue, of debating the merits of various competing frames for 
the problem, is itself part of the adjustment process by w h ich 
constituents achieve solutions. 

Inventive people have sometimes been able to turn Type II and 
Type Ill situations into Type I; they find a cure. With advances in 
natural or social scientific understanding, we occasionally convert 
messy situations into clear-cut ones. The discovery of penicillin 
transformed most cases of pneumon ia in to situations of Type I. Many 
of us no longer have to live with the uncontrollable flooding of rivers 
because thousands of years ago some people inven ted the dam. 

Few if any public policy problems are clear-cut, however. Even the 
building of a dam has problematic side effects. Dams require resources 
that might be applied to other efforts; they chr1nge the demography, 
ecology, and social structure of an area, with mixed consequences for 
social values, norms, and behavior. They can burst open with 
catastrophic results downstream. Though flooding may appear to be a 
Type I situation, a problem that can be solved by a dam, evidently it is 

· not. Policy makers will be faced with questions like: who is to know 
how broadly or narrowly to define the problem for which building a 
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publ ic  pol icy g e n e r a l l y  c o n s i s t  o f  a d j u s t m e n t s  in t h e  c o m m u n i t y ' s  
a t t i t u d e s  a n d  ac t io ns .  W h o  el se  b u t  t h o s e  w i t h  s t a k e s  in t h e  s i t u a t i o n  
ca n  m a k e  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  a d j u s t m e n t s ?  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  f o r  a n a t i o n  to  
suc cess fu l ly  g o  to  w a r ,  t h e  c o n s t i t u e n t s  will h a v e  to  jo in  t h e  e f f o r t  a n d  
m a k e  a d j u s t m e n t s  in t h e i r  l ives a c c or d in g ly .  In  C h u r c h i l l ' s  f i r s t  m a j o r  
s t a t e m e n t  as p r i m e  m i n i s t e r —"I h a v e  n o t h i n g  to  o f f e r  b u t  b lo o d ,  toil,  
t ea r s ,  a n d  s w e a t " — h e  r e f e r r e d  to  t h e  g r o u p ' s  w o r k ,  n o t  m e r e l y  his 
o w n .  F or  a c o m m u n i t y  to  i m p r o v e  publ ic  e d u c a t i o n ,  c o n s t i t u e n t s  will 
h a v e  to  m a k e  s c h o o l s  a h i g h  p r i o r i t y  a n d  t h e n  e v a l u a t e  a n d  c h o o s e  
a m o n g  n u m e r o u s  a l t e r n a t i v e s ,  s u c h  as  s e t t i n g  h i g h e r  p e r f o r m a n c e  
s t a n d a r d s ,  u p g r a d i n g  c u r r i c u l a ,  s p e n d i n g  m o r e  m o n e y  o n  t e a c h e r s ,  
a d d r e s s i n g  local p o v e r t y ,  a n d  i n c r e a s i n g  p a r e n t  i n v o l v e m e n t .

T o  i l l u s t r a t e  f u r t h e r ,  c o n s i d e r  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  o f  d r u g  a b u s e .  If t h e  
__£upply-of-drugs is d r i v e n  p r i m a r i l y  by  t h e  d e m a n d ,  a n d  if t h e  d e m a n d  is 

a p r o d u c t  o f  e c o n o m i c ,  social ,  a n d  p sy ch o lo g ic a l  fo rc es ,  t h e n  d e f i n i n g  
t h e  p r o b l e m  as  d r u g  s u p p l y ,  as  is o f t e n  d o n e ,  a v o i d s  t h e  r e a l i ty  o f  
d e m a n d .  U n re a l i s t i c  d e f i n i t i o n s  m a y  mi s l ea d  t h e  pub l i c  by  d i r e c t i n g  its 
a t t e n t i o n  to  a n  u n r e a l i s t i c  s e t  o f  s o lu t io n s .  M o r e  a c c u r a t e  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  
t h e  p r o b l e m  in c lu d e  d r u g - r e l a t e d  c r i m e  a n d  t h e  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e  
d e m a n d  f o r  d r u g s .

P a r t s  o f  t h e s e  p r o b l e m s  a p p e a r  to  h a v e  t e chn ica l  s o l u t i o n s .  M a n y  
p e o p l e  s u g g e s t  t h a t  d r u g - r e l a t e d  c r i m e  w o u l d  be  s o l ve d  in l a r g e  p a r t  by  
m a k i n g  d r u g s  l e g a l— t h a t  t h e  m o t i v e s  f o r  c r i m e  w o u l d  d i s a p p e a r  by  
m a k i n g  access  to  d r u g s  c h e a p .  O t h e r s  a r g u e ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h a t  th i s  w a y  of  
d e f i n i n g  t h e  p r o b l e m  is t o o  n a r r o w  b e c a u s e  it fails to  a d d r e s s  cos t ly  
t r a d e o f f s  r e g a r d i n g  social  v a l u e s  a n d  re s pons ib i l i ty .

In  e i t h e r  case ,  t h e  p r o b l e m  o f  c r i m e  is o n l y  o n e  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  d r u g  
s i t u a t i o n .  T h e  p r o b l e m  o f  p e o p l e  w a n t i n g  d r u g s  a n d  u s i n g  t h e m  in 
w a y s  t h a t  a r e  p e r s o n a l l y  h a r m f u l  wil l  n o t  b e  s o l ve d  b y  l e ga l i z i n g  d r u g s  
o r  b y  a n y  o t h e r  t e c h n ic a l  r e m e d y .  A n y  s o l u t i o n  to  th i s  p r o b l e m  will 
h a v e  to  c o n s i s t  o f  a d j u s t m e n t s  o n  t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  c o m m u n i t y .  T h e  
e l i m i n a t i o n  o f  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e  d r u g  u s e  m a y  r e q u i r e  p ub l i c  e d u c a t i o n ,  
a l t e r i n g  fam i l y  s t r u c t u r e s ,  d i m i n i s h i n g  u n e m p l o y m e n t ,  a n d  c h a n g i n g  
t h e  w a y s  in w h i c h  p e o p l e  d e r i v e  m e a n i n g  f r o m  life.

U p o n  e n t e r i n g  i n t o  a p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g  p r o ce ss ,  a pub l i c  official 
c a n n o t  be  s u r e  w h i c h  t y p e  o f  s i t u a t i o n  h e  a n d  hi s  c o n s t i t u e n t s  f ace.  If 
h e  b eg in s  w i t h  t h e  c o m m o n  a s s u m p t i o n  o f  c o n s t i t u e n t s — t h a t  p r o b l e m -  
a t ic  s i t u a t i o n s  a r e  o f  T y p e  I a n d  t h a t  t h e  pu b l i c  official  c a n  a n d  s h o u l d  
"f ix t h e m " — h e  is l ikely to  a c c e p t  u n w i t t i n g l y  a p r o b l e m  d e f i n i t i o n  a n d  a

... 
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public policy generally consist of adjustments in the community's 
attitudes and actions. Who else but those with stakes in the si tuation 
can make the necessary adjustments? For example, for a nation to 
successfully go to war, the constituents will have to join the effort and 
make adjustments in their lives accordingly. In Churchill's first m<1jor 
statement as prime minister- "I have nothing to offer but blood, toil, 
tears, and sweat"-he referred to the group's work, not merely his 
own. For a community to improve public education, constituents will 
have to make schools ii high priority and then evaluate and choose 
among numerous alternatives, such as setting higher performance 
standards, upgrading curricula, spending more money on teachers, 
addressing local poverty, <1nd increasing parent involvement. 

To ill ustrate further, consider the situation of drug abuse. If the 
_s.upply-of-drl!.&s is driven primarily by the demand, and if the demand is 

a product of economic, social, and psychological forces, then defining 
the problem as drug supply, as is often done, avoids the reality of 
demand. Unrealistic definitions may mislead the public by directing its 
attention to an unrealistic set of solutions. More accurate definitions of 
the problem include drug-related crime and the self-destructive ~------de mand for drugs. 

Parts of these problems appear to have technical solutions. Many 
people suggest that drug-related crime would be solved in large part by 
making drugs legal - that the motives for crime would disappear by 
making access to drugs cheap. Others argue, however, that this way of 
defining the problem is too narrow because it fails to address costly 
tradeoffs regarding social values and responsibility. 

In either case, the problem of crime is only one aspect of the drug 
situation. The problem of people wanting drugs and using them in 
ways that are personally harmful will not be solved by legalizing drugs 
or by any other technical remedy. Any solution to this problem will 
have to consist of adjustments on the part of the community. The 
elimination of self-destructive drug use may require public; education, 
altering family structures, diminishing unemployment, and changing 
the ways in which people derive meaning from life. 

Upon entering into a problem-solving process, a public official 
cannot be sure which type of situation he and his constituents face. If 
he begins with the common assumption of constituents- that problem- , 
atic situations are of Type I and that the public official can and should 
"fix them"-he is likely to accept unwittingly a problem definition and a 

• l 
I 
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R a t h e r  t h a n  p o s i n g  as  a w i z a r d  w h o  c a n  a l w a y s  pul l  t h e  r i g h t  r ab b i t  
o u t  o f  t h e  h a t  a t  t h e  r i g h t  t i m e ,  a l e a d e r  m u s t  b e  w a r y  o f  e v e r  pu l l i ng  
o u t  r a b b i t s .  S u c h  f e a t s  t e n d  to  c r e a t e  s o l u t i o n s  w i t h  u n i n t e n d e d  a n d  
u n f o r e s e e n  s ide  e f f ec t s ;  w o r s e ,  t h e y  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  
w i s d o m  t h a t  t o u g h  p r o b l e m s  r e q u i r e  w i z a r d s .  A n d  e v e r y o n e  k n o w s  
w h a t  h a p p e n s  to  w i z a r d s  w h e n  t h e y  r u n  i n t o  s i t u a t i o n s  f o r  w h i c h  t h e y  
h a v e  n o  rabb i t .

T h e C o n v e n t io n a l W isd o m  as a P arad igm  
of A u th o r ity

As w e  h a v e  s e e n ,  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  w i s d o m  r e g a r d i n g  l e a d e r s h i p  h a s  
be e n  s h a p e d  b y  p eo p l e ' s  d e m a n d s  t h a t  s o m e o n e  c o m e  u p  w i t h  s o l u t i o n s  
to  t h e i r  p r o b l e m s .  If t h e  p r o b l e m  is ma la i s e ,  t h e n  p eo p l e  will  d e m a n d  
s o m e t h i n g  to  be l i eve  in.  H e  w h o  p r o v i d e s  s o m e t h i n g  to  be l ieve  i n — 
r e g a r d l e s s ,  t o o  o f t e n ,  o f  w h a t  t h a t  s o m e t h i n g  i s — will  be  c h o s e n  as  
l eader .

T h e  d e m a n d  f o r  s o l u t i o n s  in  g r o u p  s e t t i n g s  l eads  to  a sh i f t  in t h e  
locus  o f  w o r k  f r o m  t h o s e  f ac ing  t h e  p r o b l e m  s i t u a t i o n  to  s o m e o n e  else,  
u s ua l ly  s o m e o n e  in a u t h o r i t y .  T h i s  d o e s  n o t  m e a n  t h a t  e v e r y  
o r g a n i z a t i o n  o r  social  s y s t e m  is s t r u c t u r e d  to  p a s s  t h e  bu ck .  It s u g g e s t s  
t h a t  e v e r y  social  s y s t e m  f i n d s  w a y s  to  d i s t r i b u t e  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  av o id  
w o r k  b y  e s t a b l i s h i n g  s y s t e m s  o f  a u t h o r i z a t i o n .

P e r h a p s  n o  social  s y s t e m  c a n  r e m a i n  v iab le  w i t h o u t  s o m e  s y s t e m  
of  a u t h o r i z a t i o n  b y  w h i c h  l a b o r  is d i s t r i b u t e d  a n d  o r i e n t e d  to  a t a sk ,  
c h a n n e l s  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  a n d  c o m m a n d  a r e  e s t a b l i s h e d ,  a n d  
s t r u c t u r e s  o f  e m p o w e r m e n t  a r e  s e t  in  p la ce .11 S y s t e m s  o f  a u t h o r i z a -  
t ion a r e  n o t  o n l y  f o r m a l i z e d  a r r a n g e m e n t s  w i t h  s e t  p o s i t i o ns ;  t h e y  a re ,  
in l a rge  p a r t ,  i n f o r m a l  a r r a n g e m e n t s .  T h e  of fi ce ,  t h e  f o r m a l  a u t h o r i z a -  
t ion,  is r a r e l y  a s u f f i c i e n t  s o u r c e  o f  l e v e r a g e  b y  i t se l f  to  p r o v i d e  
p o w e r . 12 A  h i g h  o f f i ce h o l d e r  h a s  t o  g a i n  i n f o r m a l  a u t h o r i z a t i o n  (i.e., 
r e s pe c t ,  t r u s t ,  f ea r ,  b a r g a i n i n g  a d v a n t a g e s ,  a d m i r a t i o n )  if h e  is to  
in c re ase  h i s  a u t h o r i t y ,  h i s  p o w e r  to  i n f l u e n c e .  H e  d o e s  s o  by  fulf i l l ing 
the  e x p e c t a t i o n s  f o r  w h i c h  t h e  g r o u p  i n f o r m a l l y  c o n f e r s  a u t h o r i t y .

T h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  idea o f  l e a d e r s h i p  d e s c r i b e s  w h i c h  e x p e c t a t i o n s  
an  of fice h o l d e r  h a s  t o  p r o m i s e  to  fulfi l l  in o r d e r  to  o b t a i n  t h e  g r o u p ' s  
f o rm a l  a n d  i n f o r m a l  a u t h o r i z a t i o n .  T h e  g r o u p  a u t h o r i z e s  a l e a d e r  to  

|  p r ov i de  s o l u t i o n s ,  m e a n i n g ,  a n d  s e c u r i t y — in t h e  w o r d s  o f  t h e  Bible,  t o  
; "go o u t  b e f o r e  us ,  a n d  f i g h t  o u r  b a t t l e s . "  T o  g a i n  a u t h o r i t y ,  t h a t  is w h a t
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Rather than posing as a wizard who can always pull the right rabbit 
out of the hat at the right time, a leader must be wary of ever pulling 
out rabbits. Such feats tend to create solutions with unintended and 
unforeseen side effects; worse, they reinforce the conventional 
wisdom that tough problems require wizards. And everyone knows 
what happens to wizards when they run into situations for which they 
have no ra 6bit. 

The Conventional Wisdom as a Paradigm 
of Authority 

As we have seen, the conventional wisdom regarding leadership has 
been shaped by people's demands that someone come up with solutions 
to their problems. If the problem is malaise, then people will demand 
something to believe in. He who provides something to believe in
regardless, too often, of what that something is-will be chosen as 
leader. 

The demand for solutions in group settings leads to a shift in the 
locus of work from those facing the problem situation to someone else, 
usually someone in authority. This does not mean that every 
organization or social system is structured to pass the buck. It suggests 
that every social system finds ways to distribute and sometimes avoid 
work by establishing systems of authorization. 

Perhaps no social system can remain viable without some system 
of authorization by which labor is distributed and oriented to a task, 
channels of communication and command are established, and 
structures of empowerment are set in place. 11 Systems of authoriza
tion are not only formalized arrangements with set positions; they are, 
in large part, informal arrangements. The office, the formal authoriza
tion, is rarely a sufficient source of leverage by itself to provide 
power. 12 A high office holder has to gain informal authorization (i.e., 
respect, trust, fear, bargaining advantages, admiration) if he is to 
increase h is authority1 his power to influence. He does so by fulfilling 
the expectations for which the group informally confers authority. 

The conventional idea of leadership describes which expectations 
an office holder has to promise to fulfill in order to obtain the group's 
formal and informal authorization. The group authorizes a leader to 

} provide solutions, meaning, and security- in the words of the Bible, to 
; "go out before us, and fight our battles." To gain authority, that is what 
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d a m  t h e n  b e c o m e s  t h e  s o l u t i o n ?  W h o  is to  d e t e r m i n e  w h i c h  t e chn ic a l  
s o l u t i o n  to  c h o o s e  a m o n g  se v e r a l  a l t e r n a t i v e s ,  e a c h  w i t h  a d i f f e r e n t  se t  
o f  s ide  e f f ec t s?

S in ce  m o s t  s i t u a t i o n s  a r e  o f  ty p e s  II a n d  III, t h e  e x p e r t  in pub l i c  
po l i cy h a s  to  b e c o m e  e x p e r t ,  n o t  in p r o v i d i n g  a n s w e r s ,  b u t  in m a n a g i n g  
t h e  d y n a m i c s  o f  t h e  g r o u p  s t r u g g l i n g  w i t h  its w o r k .  In t h e  case  o f  t h e  
p r e s i d e n t ,  t h i s  en t a i l s  m a n a g i n g  C o n g r e s s ,  t h e  p r e s s ,  his  o w n  age nc ie s ,  
i n t e r e s t e d  p a r t i e s ,  a n d  a n y o n e  e l se  w h o s e  i n v o l v e m e n t  is r e q u i r e d  fo r  
p r o g r e s s  in a p a r t i c u l a r  p r o b l e m a t i c  s i t u a t i o n .  In t h e  c a s e  o f  t h e  m idd le  
m a n a g e r ,  t h i s  inv o lv es  m a n a g i n g  h is  s u p e r i o r s ,  s u b o r d i n a t e s ,  l a t era l  
c o l l e a g u e s ,  o u t s i d e  p a r t i e s ,  a n d  a n y o n e  e l se  w h o s e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  is 
n e e d e d  to  f r a m e  a n d  r es o lv e  a p r o b l e m a t i c  s i t u a t i o n .  In t h e  case  o f  t h e  
g e n e r a l  c i t i zen ,  th i s  d e m a n d s  e n g a g i n g  o r g a n i z a t i o n s ,  i n t e r e s t e d  
p a r t i e s ,  t h e  p r es s ,  poli t ical  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s ,  o t h e r  c i t i z e n s — w h o e v e r  
h a s  t o  be  in v o lv e d  in t h e  p r o c e s s  b y  w h i c h  a g r o u p  l e a r n s  its w a y  f r o m  a 
c u r r e n t  s t a t e  o f  a f fa i r s  to  o n e  t h a t  is b e t t e r .

T h i s  job  c h a l l e n g e s  e v e n  t h e  m o s t  c o u r a g e o u s .  T h e r e  is e n o r m o u s  
p r e s s u r e  o n  pub l i c  officials,  l ike d o c t o r s ,  t o  m a i n t a i n  t h e  n a r r o w ,  
a n s w e r - g i v i n g  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  t h e i r  jobs .  C o n s t i t u e n t s  w a n t  so lu t io n s ,  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  w h e n  t h e y  c o n f r o n t  h a r s h  r ea l i t ie s .  T h e  t a s k  o f  he l p in g  
t h e m  t a k e  re sp o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e i r  w o r k  b e c o m e s  d a u n t i n g .  Fi rs t ,  it 
m e a n s  g o i n g  a g a i n s t  t h e i r  e x p e c t a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  l e a d e r  c a n  fix t h i n g s  fo r  
t h e m — f r u s t r a t i n g  t h e m  in t h e i r  ini t ia l  d es i r e s .  S e c o n d ,  it m e a n s  
holding  s t eady  as cons t i tuent s ,  ov e r  t ime,  begin to face the ir  s i t ua t ion— main-  
t a i n i n g  o n e ' s  poise ,  r e so lve ,  a n d  c a p a c i t y  to  l i s t en  w h e n  u n d e r  a t tack .  
T h i r d ,  it m e a n s  h e l p in g  c o n s t i t u e n t s  c a r v e  o u t  o f  t h e i r  m e s s y  s i t u a t i o n s  
d i s c r e t e  p r o b l e m s  n e e d i n g  t h e i r  a t t e n t i o n  a n d  w o r k — c h a l l e n g i n g  t h e i r  
a s s u m p t i o n s  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  a n d  p r o v o k i n g  t h e  d i s c o v e r y  o f  
a l t e r n a t i v e  p r o b l e m  de f in i t i o n s .  Final ly,  it n e c e s s i t a t e s  m a n a g i n g  th e  
i t e r a t i v e  p r o c e s s  o f  d e v i s in g  s o l u t i o n s ,  m a k i n g  a d j u s t m e n t s ,  a n d  
r e d e f i n i n g  p r o b l e m s  as t h e  s i t u a t i o n  c h a n g e s  a n d  as  c o n s t i t u e n t s  
r e o r d e r  t h e i r  p r io r i t i e s  a l o n g  t h e  w a y .

I n  all o f  th i s ,  t h e  t a s k  o f  p a c i n g  t h e  w o r k  is c ru c ia l .  It t a k e s  t i m e  fo r  
a n y  g r o u p  to  f ace,  a s s e s s ,  a n d  c h a n g e  o r  a d a p t  to  t o u g h  s i t u a t i o n s .  
L e a d e r s h i p ,  in th i s  s e n s e ,  r e q u i r e s  e x p e r t i s e .  In a d d i t i o n  to  so lv i ng  
w e l l - d e f i n e d  p r o b l e m s ,  t h e  pub l i c  official  h a s  to  m a n a g e  t h e  de l ibe ra -  
t ive  p r o c e s s  by  w h i c h  c o n s t i t u e n t s  a c c o m p l i s h  w o r k .  B e y o n d  techn ica l  
k n o w - h o w ,  h e  n e e d s  t h e  i m p r o v i s a t i o n a l  f lex ibi l i ty  a n d  i n s i g h t  to 
m a n a g e  o t h e r s  in d o i n g  w o r k  o n  f r u s t r a t i n g  s i t u a t i o n s  w h e r e  the  
d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h e  p r o b l e m ,  let  a l o n e  t h e  s o l u t i o n ,  is n o t  clear.
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dam then becomes the solution? Who is to determine which technical 
solution to choose among several alternatives, each with a different set 
of side effect s? 

Since most situations are of types II and III, the expert in pu blic 
policy has to become expert, not in providing answers, but in rn.1naging 
the dynamics of the group struggling with its work. In the case of t he 
president, this entails managing Congress, the press, his own agencies, 
interested parties, and anyone e lse whose involvement is requi red for 
progress in a p,uticular problematic situation. In the case of the middle 
manager, this in volves managing his superiors, subordinates, lateral 

colleagues, outside parties, and anyone else w hose participation is 
needed to frame and resolve a problematic situation. In the case of the 
general ci tizen, this demands engaging organizations, interested 
parties, the press, political representatives, other citizens-whoever 
h as to be involved in the process by which a group learns its way from il 

current state of affairs to one tha t is better. 
This job challenges even the most courageous. There is enormous 

p ressure on public officials, like doctors, to maintain the na r row, 
answer-giving conception of their jobs. Constituents want solut ions, 
particularly when they confront harsh realities. The task of helping 
them take responsibility for their work becomes daunting. First, it 
means going against their expectation that the leader can fix things for 
them-frustrating them in their initial desires. Second, it means 
holding steady as constituents, over time, begin to face their sit uation-mc1in
ta ining one's poise, resolve, and capacity to listen when under .1ttack. 
Third, it means helping constituents c.irve out of their messy situations 
discr ete problems needing thei r attention and work-challenging their 
assumptions regarding the situat~on and provoking the discovery of 
alterna tive problem definitions. Finally, it necessitates managing the 
iterat ive process of devising solutions, making adjustment s, and 
redefining problems as the situation changes and as const ituents 
reorder their priorities along the way. 

In all of this, the t<1sk of pacing the work is cr ucial. It takes time for 
any gro up to face, assess, and change or adapt to tough s itua tions. 
Leadership, in this sense, requires expertise. ln addition to solving 
well-defined problems, the public official has to manage the delibera
tive process by which constituents accomplish work. Beyond technical 
know-how, he needs the improvisational flexibility and insight to 
man~ge others in doing work on frustrating situations where the 
definition of the problem, let alone the solution, is not clear. 
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an d  c u r r e n t  s e t  o f  s o l u t i o n s .  T h e  e x e r c i s e  o f  a u t h o r i t y  r e v o l v e s  a r o u n d  
t h e  d y n a m ic  o f  p o w e r :  h o w ~ a n 3  w h y j > e o p l e  c o n f e r  p o w e r  a n d  h o w  
p e o p l e  g a j n  a n d  r na k e ~u s e . o f_ p ow er .  A  m o r e  u s e f u l  f r a m e w o r k  f o r  an  
idea o f  l e ad e r s h i p ,  h o w e v e r ,  m a y  be  f o u n d  e l s e w h e r e .

T h e  e x e r c i se  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  r e v o l v e s  a r o u n d  t h e  d y n a m i c  o f  w o r k : 
h o w  w o r k  is b o t h  a c c o m p l i s h e d  a n d  avoidecl~By  social  s y s t e m s. 
L e a d e r s h i p  m o b i l i z e s  g r b t l p s ־ t d־0 W0r־0 k r O f f e r r t h i s  d e m a n d s  i n n o v a -  
t ion in d e f i n i n g  p r o b l e m s ,  g e n e r a t i n g  s o lu t io n s ,  a n d ,  p e r h a p s  f o r e m o s t ,  
l ocat ing  re sp o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  d e f i n i n g  a n d  so l v i ng  p r o b l e m s .  P o w e r  a n d  
w o r k  p r o v i d e  t h e  a x e s  t h a t  o r i e n t  a u t h o r i t y  a n d  l e a d e r s h i p .  T h e y  o f t e n  
go h a n d  in h a n d ,  b u t  t h e y  f u n c t i o n  d i s t inc t ly .

T h e  f u n c t i o n s  o f  a u t h o r i t y  a r e  a s s o c ia t e d  w i t h  speci f ic  f o r m a l  a n d  
i n f o r m a l  p o s i t i o n s  in  a soc ia l  s y s t e m .  T h e  f u n c t i o n s  o f  le a d e r s h i p ,  in 
c o n t r a s t ,  a r e  n e v e r  d e f i n e d  b y  a p o s i t io n ,  t-or  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  p o s i t i o n  o f  
a s s i s t a n t  s e c r e t a r y  in t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n  will  be  d e f in e d  
by a se r i e s  o f  a u t h o r i z a t i o n s — t o  o v e r s e e  speci f ic  d e p a r t m e n t a l  act ivi -  
ties,  d i r ec t  p a r t i c u l a r  p r o j e c t s ,  m a n a g e  c e r t a i n  pe o p l e ' s  access  t o  t h e  
s e c r e ta ry ,  a n d  so  f o r t h .  S i m i l a r l y  t h e  i n f o r m a l  p o s i t i o n  o f  "devi l ' s  
a d v o c a t e "  will  o f t e n  b e  d e f i n e d  b y  a se r i e s  o f  i n f o r m a l  a u t h o r i z a t i o n s —  
to  q u e s t i o n  c u r r e n t  a s s u m p t i o n s ,  p r o v i d e  d e v i a n t  ideas ,  b u t  y e t  r e m a i n  
a c o n ge n ia l  m e m b e r  o f  t h e  g r o u p  b y  k n o w i n g  w h e n  to  s t o p  b e i n g  
t r o u b l e s o m e .  T h e  a u t h o r i z a t i o n  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  c r e a t e s  a d i s c re te  
posi t ion a n d  e n a b l e s  a s e t  o f  f u n c t i o n s .

Y e t  o n e  m i g h t  e x e rc i se  l e a d e r s h i p  f r o m  a n y  po s i t io n .  I n d e e d ,  as 
so on  as  o n e ' s  l e a d e r s h i p  a c t i o n s ~ b e c a m e  a s s o c i a t e H w i t h  a speci f ic  
posi t ion,  t h e y  w o u l d  m e r g e  w i t h  t h e  g e n e r a l  s y s t e m  o f  e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  
b e c o m in g  a u t h o r i t y  a s  w e l l  a s  l e a d e r s h i p .  T h e r e a f t e r  a l e a d e r  w o u l d  
h av e  to  c o n s i d e r  c a r e f u l l y  b o t h  t h e  p o w e r  a n d  c o n s t r a i n t s  i n h e r e n t  in 
his a u t h o r i z a t i o n .  H e  w o u l d  b e  e x e r c i s i n g  t h e  f u n c t i o n s  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  
wi th  b o t h  t h e  r e s o u r c e s  a n d  t h e  e x t r a  b a g g a g e  o f  a n  a u t h o r i t y  po s i t ion ,  

: w h ic h  c a r r i e s  a h o s t  o f  e x p e c t a t i o n s  a n d  i ts  o w n  s e t  o f  f u n c t i o n s .  In 
o t h e r  w o r d s ,  w h e r e a s  a u t h o r i t y  c a n  be  d e s c r i b e d  in t h e  d o m a i n s  o f  

bo .׳ th  f u n c t i o n  a n d  p o s i t i o n ,  l e a d e r s h i p  c a n  be  d e s c r i b e d  o n l y  w i t h i n  t h e  
? d o m a in  o f  f u n c t i o n .  T o  e q u a t e  l e a d e r s h i p  w i t h  a p o s i t i o n  is o n c e  ag a in  

to e q u a t e  l e a d e r s h i p  w i t h  a u t h o r i t y .

A C oncep t o f  L ead ersh ip

T h e  c o m m o n  t h r e a d  b e t w e e n  a u t h o r i t y  a n d  l e a d e r s h i p  a p p e a r s  to  lie in 
vthe  co n c e p t  o f  w o r k .  P e o p l e  a u t h o r i z e  o t h e r  peop l e ,  b y  a n d  l a rge,  
because  t h e y  t h i n k  t h e y  will  d o  s o m e  piece  o f  w o r k .  A n d  in c e r t a i n
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and current set of solutions. The exercise of authority revolves around 
the dyni3mic .9LP~er: how -and why_people confer _Eower and how 
people gain and make_use.of_p.ower. A more usefuf framework for an 
idea of leadership, however, may be found elsewhere. 

T_he exercise. ?£. le~9e!"~blP. r~Y._~ around the dynamic of work: 
how work is both accomplished and avoided by social systems. 
Leade~ship mobilizes groUps-to-dcrwork:-Ofrentllis demands innova
tion in defining problems, generating solutions, and, perhaps foremost, 
locating responsibility for defining and solving problems. Power and 
work provide the axes that orient authority and leadership. They often 
go hand in hand, but they function distinctly. 

The functions of authority are associated with specific formal and 
informal positions in a social system. The functions of leaders_hiP.,_in 
contrast, are never defined by a position. For example, the position of 
assistant secretaryi~h-;nepartmentof Transporttation will be defined 
by a series of authorizations-to oversee specific departmental activi
ties, direct particular projects, manage certain people's access to the 
secretary, and so forth. Similarly the informal position of "devil's 
advocate" will often be defined by a series of informal authorizations
to question current assumptions, provide deviant ~deas, but yet remain 
a congenial member of the group by knowing when to stop being 
troublesome. The authorization simultaneously creates a discrete 
positfon and enables a set of functions. 

Yet one nii&.ht._exercise leadership from any position. Indeed, as 
, soon as one's leadership act~ became assoc1atecl~ith a specific 

position, they would merge with the general system of expectations, 
, becoming authority as well as leadership. Thereafter a leader would 

have to consider carefully both the power and constraints inherent in 
his authorization. He would be exercising the functions of leadership 
with both the resources and the extra baggage of an authority position, 

. which carries a host of expectations and its own set of functions. In 
other words, whereas authority can be described in the domains of 

'. both function and position, leadership can be described only within the 
. ;' domain of function. To equate leadership with a position is once again 
-.. to equate leadership with authority. 

A Concept of Leadership 

The common thread between authority and leadership appears to lie in 
the concept of work. People authorize other people, by and large, 
because they think thf'y will do !-OmP piPCE" of wnrk /\nrf in ce rtrlin 
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h e  m u s t  do,  p r o m i s e  to  do,  o r  a p p e a r  to  do.  B u t  in d o i n g  so,  t h u s  
fu l f i l l i ng  his  a u t h o r i z a t i o n ,  is h e  e x e r c i s i n g  l e a d e r s h i p  o r  a u t h o r i t y ?  
T h e  t w o  m a y  be v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  m a t t e r s .  B e ca u se  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  
a s s o c ia t e d  w i t h  a u t h o r i t y  i m p o s e  s h a r p  l imi ts  o n  b e h a v i o r ,  h a v i n g  
a u t h o r i t y  c o n s t r a i n s  l e ad e r s h i p .  S t e p p i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  l ine j e o p a r d i z e s  
o n e ' s  a u t h o r i t y .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  s i n c e  g r o u p s  will t e n d  to  p r e s s u r e  
a u t h o r i t y  f ig u re s  f o r  s i m ple  r e m e d i e s  as  a w a y  to  avo id  h a r s h  a n d  
c o m p l e x  p r o b l e m s ,  s h o u l d n ' t  w e  e x p e c t  t h e m  to  c o l l u d e  r o u t i n e l y  a n d  
e v e n  u n w i t t i n g l y  in t h e  a v o i d a n c e  o f  w o r k ?

T h e  p e r s o n  w i t h  a u t h o r i t y  in a g i v e n  s e t t i n g  a n d  s i t u a t i o n  m a y  n o t  
e v e n  be  in t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  r o l e  to  e x e r c i s e  l e a d e r s h i p .  R a t h e r  t h a n  l ead 
p e o p l e  to  c o m e  to  t e r m s  w i t h  d i f f i cu l t  r ea l i t i e s ,  a u t h o r i t y  f i g u r e s  h a v e  
o f t e n  b e e n  e x p e c t e d  to  give ,  a n d  h a v e  g iv e n ,  t r a n q u i l i z i n g  b u t  f a k e  
r e m e d i e s .  A d o l f  H i l t e r ' s  u s e  o f  s c a p e g o a t i n g  a n d  d e l u s i o n s  o f  g r a n d e u r  
p r o v i d e s  an  e x t r e m e  e x a m p le .

T h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  w i s d o m  b l u r s  th i s  d i s t inc t ion .  T h e  t e n d e n c y  is 
b o t h  to  e q u a t e  a u t h o r i t y  a n d  l e a d e r s h i p ,  a n d  to  u s e  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  
t h e  g r o u p  as  t h e  f r a m e  o f  r e f e r e n c e  f o r  d e f i n i n g  l e a d e r s h i p .  W h e n  
s o m e o n e  g a i n s  h i g h  of fice ( f o r m a l  a u t h o r i t y ) ,  o r  t r u s t ,  a d m i r a t i o n ,  a n d  
a f o l l o w i n g  ( i n f o r m a l  a u t h o r i t y ) — t h a t  is w h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l ly  p a s s e s  f o r  
l e a d e r s h i p .  B u t  if l e a d e r s h i p  a n d  a u t h o r i t y  a r e  d i s t i n g u i s h e d ,  o n e  sees  
t h a t  t h e  d e m a n d s  o f  t h e  g r o u p  p r o v i d e  a f r a m e  o f  r e f e r e n c e  o n l y  f o r  
a u t h o r i t y .  F r o m  th i s  p e r s p e c t i v e , " d o i n g  w h a t  is e x p e c t e d " o u t l i n e s  t h e  
e x e r c i s e  o f  f o r m a l  a n d  i n f o r m a l  a u t h o r i t y ,  b u t  n o t  l e ad e r s h i p .

P r o p e r  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  t h e  f u n c t i o n s  o f  a u t h o r i t y — p r o v i d i n g  an  
o r i e n t i n g  vi s ion,  h o p e ,  s e c u r i t y ,  " d o i n g  b a t t l e  fo r , "  a n d  s o  f o r t h — is 
c ruc ia l .  In d ee d ,  to  g o  b a c k  to  t h e  m e d ic a l  a n a l o g y ,  t h e  p h y s i c i a n ' s  
c a p a c i t y  to  lead  (i.e., t o  h e l p  t h e  p a t i e n t  d o  h i s  w o r k )  v i r tu a l l y  d e p e n d s  
u p o n  m e e t i n g  e n o u g h  o f  t h e  p a t i e n t ' s  e x p e c t a t i o n s  to  g a i n  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  
a n d  t r u s t .  A u t h o r i t y ,  b o t h  f o r m a l  a n d  i n f o r m a l ,  is a p r i m a r y  too l  fo r  
e x e r c i s i n g  l e a d e r s h i p .  By  fu lf i l l ing  t h e  f u n c t i o n s  o f  a u t h o r i t y ,  o n e  
e s t a b l i s h e s  a s e c u r e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  m a k i n g  it poss ible 
t o  c o n t a i n  a n d  pace  t h e i r  co n f l i c t s  a n d  s t r e s s  in d o i n g  p r o b l e m - d e f i n i n g  
a n d  p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g  w o r k .  L ike t h e  wa l l s  a n d  va l ve  o f  a p r e s s u r e -  
c o o k e r ,  a u t h o r i t y  ca n  p r o v i d e  t h e  i n s t r u m e n t s ,  t h e  p o w e r ,  to  hold 
t o g e t h e r  a n d  h a r n e s s  t h e  conf l i c t iv e  p r o c e s s  o f  d o i n g  w o r k .

If w e  r e l e a s e  t h e  idea o f  l e a d e r s h i p  f r o m  its m o o r i n g  as  a p r o d u c t  of 
g r o u p  e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  w h a t  sha l l  w e  u s e  a s  a r e f e r e n c e  p o i n t  in i ts  s t e a d ?  
A u t h o r i t y  a n d  l e a d e r s h i p  c a n  b e  s e e n  as  t w o  s e t s  o f  f u n c t i o n s  
t h a t  s o m e t i m e s  o v e r l a p .  A u t h o r i t y  p r o t e c t s  a n d  m a i n t a i n s  t h e  ex p e c t a -  
t i o n s  o f  w h i c h  it is a p r o d u c t  — t h e  g r o u p ' s  n o r m s ,  p r o b l e m  de f in i t i o n s ,
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he must do, promise to do, or appear to do. But in doing so, thus 
fulfilling his authorization, is he exercising leadership or authority? 
The two may be very different m.itters. Because the expectations 
associated with authority impose sharp limits on behavior, having 
authority constrains leadership. Stepping across the line jeopardizes 
one's authority. Furthermore, since groups will tend to pressure 
authority figures for simple remedies as a way to avoid harsh and 
complex problems, shouldn't we expect them to collude routinely and 
even unwittingly in the avoidance of work? 

The person with authority in a given setting and situation may not 
even be in the appropriate role to exercise leadership. Rather than lead 
people to come to terms with difficult realities, authority figures have 
often been expected to give, and have given, tranquilizing but fake 
remedies. Adolf Hilter's use of sc.1pegoating and delusions of grandeur 
provides an extreme example. 

The conventional wisdom blurs this distinction. The tendency is 
both to equate authority and leadership, and to use the expectations of 
the group as the frame of reference for defining leadership. When 
someone gains high office (formal authority), or trust, admiration, and 
a following (informc1I authority) - that is what traditionally passes for 
leadership. But if leadership and authority are distinguished, one sees 
that the demands of the group provide a frame of reference only for 
authority. From this perspective, "doing what is expected" outlines the 
exercise of formal and informal authority, but not leadership. 

Proper management of the functions of authority-providing an 
orienting vision, hope, security, "doing battle for," and so forth-is 1 

crucial. Indeed, to go back to the medical analogy, the physician's 
capacity to lead (i.e., to help the patient do his work) virtually depends 
upon meeting enough of the patient's expectations to gain his c1ttention 
and trust. Authority, both formal and informal, is a primary tool for 
exercising leadership. By fulfilling the functions of authority, one 
establishes a secure relationship with constituents, making it possible 
to contain and pace their conflicts and stress in doing problem-defining 
and problem-solving work. Like the walls and valve of a pressure- ' 
cooker, authority can provide the instruments, the power, to hold 
together and harness the conflictive process of doing work. 

If we release the idea of leadership from its mooring as a product of 
group expectations, what shall we use as a reference point in its stead? 

d Authority and leadership can be seen as two sets of functions 
\~ thilt sometimes overlap. Authority protects and maintains the expecta

tions of which it is il produC't - the group's norms, problem dC'finitions, 
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a re  o f t e n  a c c e p t e d  as  n o r m a !  a n d  g o  u n n o t i c e d .  P e o p l e  in p o s i t io n s  of  
a u t h o r i t y ,  l ike d o c t o r s ,  a r e  q u i t e  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  b e i n g  d r a w n  i n t o  t h o s e  
w o r k - a v o i d a n c e  p a t t e r n s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  p h y s ic i a n s  a r e  o f t e n  t e m p t e d  to  
p r o v id e  f a l se  i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  t o  c o o p e r a t e  in  t h e  d e n i a l  o f  se r io u s ly  ill 
p a t i e n t s .  P e o p l e  w h o  a r e  o v e r w e i g h t  eas i ly  f ind  p h y s i c i a n s  w h o  
p r e s c r i b e  d i e t  pills r a t h e r  t h a n  h e l p  t h e i r  p a t i e n t s  d o  w o r k  (gain  self-  
ac c e p ta n c e ,  c h a n g e  t h e i r  s e l f - im a g e ,  c o n t r o l  t h e i r  d i e t ,  e x e r c i s e  r o u -  
t inely) .  S im i la r l y ,  a n a t i o n  f ac in g  a p e r i l o u s  s i t u a t i o n  m a y  g e n e r a t e  a 
d e m a g o g u e ,  c o m p l e t e  w i t h  "evi l"  s c a p e g o a t s ,  t o  p r o v i d e  t h e  i l lus ion o f  a 
T y p e  1 s i t u a t i o n  a n d  t h u s  a f al se  s e n s e  o f  s e c u r i t y .  I t  is e x t r e m e l y  
di f f i cul t  ( a n d  r i sky)  f o r  a n  a u t h o r i t y  f i g u r e  t o  p r e s e n t  c o n s t i t u e n t s  w i t h  
th e  r e a l i ty  t h e y  face  a n d  t h e  w o r k  t h a t  is t h e i r s .  T a k i n g  p r i d e  in t h e  
a u t h o r i z e d  a n d  c o n v e n t i o n a l  v i e w  o f  o n e s e l f  as  a p r o b l e m  s o l v e r  m a y  
c o m p o u n d  t h e  d if f i cul ty .

In t h e  r e a l m  o f  pu b l i c  pol icy,  c i t i zens ,  i n t e r e s t  g r o u p s ,  e x e c u t i v e  
age nc ie s ,  t h e  p r e s s ,  a n d  C o n g r e s s  t u r n  to  t h o s e  t h e y  h a v e  a u t h o r i z e d  
as p r o b l e m  s o l v e r s  t o  t a k e  c a r e  o f  p r o b l e m  s i t u a t i o n s  o n  t h e i r  beha l f .  
Each l evel  s e e k s  o u t  a n  a u t h o r i t y  f i g u r e  in  t h e  n e x t  e c h e l o n  up ,  u n t i l  
o f t e n  t h e  p r e s i d e n t  b e c o m e s  t h e  p h y s i c i a n  o f  l a s t  r e s o r t .  A n d ,  a s  w e  
h a v e  d i s c u s s e d ,  as  l o n g  as  t h o s e  s i t u a t i o n s  a r e  eas i ly  d e f i n e d  a n d  
t echn ic a l ly  r e m e d i a b l e  ( T y p e  I), w o r k  d o e s  i n d e e d  g e t  d o n e .  B u t  w h e n  
th e  s i t u a t i o n  calls f o r  l e a d e r s h i p  a n d  n o t  s i m p l y  t h e  fu lf i l l ing  o f  o n e ' s  
a u t h o r i t y — t h a t  is, w h e n  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  calls f o r  m o b i l i z i n g  t h e  g r o u p ' s  
r e s o u r c e s  t o  f ace,  d e f i n e  a n d  r e s o l v e  i ts  p r o b l e m s — t h e n  a l e a d e r ,  a 
p e r s o n  t r y i n g  t o  g e t  w o r k  d o n e ,  wil l  c o m e  u p  a g a i n s t  t h e  g r o u p ' s  
n a t u r a l  in c l i n a t i o n  to  av o i d  t a k i n g  t h e  w o r k  b a c k  o n t o  i ts  o w n  
s h o u l d e r s .  In t h e s e  s i t u a t i o n s  l e a d e r s h i p  o f t e n  r e q u i r e s  g o i n g  a g a i n s t  
the  p a t t e r n s  o f  c o n s t i t u e n t s ,  b e y o n d  t h e i r  e x p e c t a t i o n s ,  a n d  t h u s  
o u t s i d e  o f  o n e ' s  a u t h o r i t y ,  t o  g e t  w o r k  d o n e .  B u t  u n l i k e  R i c h a r d  
Nix on ' s  idea  o f  l e a d e r s h i p — w h i c h  a s s u m e s  t h a t  a s t a n d  is a pol icy 
a n s w e r ,  a n d  a n s w e r s  a r e  to  be  e x p l a i n e d  so  t h a t  t h e  p e o p l e  a r e  w o n  
o v e r — th i s  v i e w  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  se e s  a s t a n d  as  a to o l  f o r  e n g a g i n g  t h e  
peop le  in d o i n g  w o r k ,  a n d  se e s  p o p u l a r  a p p r o v a l  as  a p o s s i b le  in d i c a t io n  
of  w o r k  a v o i d a n c e  w i t h i n  t h e  g r o u p .

O f  c o u r s e ,  it i sn ' t  t h a t  t h e  p e r s o n  ex e r c i s i n g  l e a d e r s h i p  k n o w s  w h a t  
the  w o r k  is. It i s n ' t  t h a t  h e  k n o w s  " w h a t  to  d o . "  T h e  n e e d  f o r  l e a d e r s h i p  
ar ises p r ec i s e l y  b e c a u s e  t h e r e  a r e  m a n y  h i g h l y  p r o b l e m a t i c  s i t u a t i o n s  in 
which  n o  o n e  k n o w s  w h a t  to  do.  If t h e  d i r e c t i o n  w e r e  c l ea r ,  t h e  solu t ion!  
avai lable t h r o u g h  t e ch n ic a l  e x p e r t i s e ,  t h e n  a n  a u t h o r i t y  in t h a t  field 
w o u ld  suf f i ce ;  o n e  co u l d  p r e s u m a b l y  b r i n g  h i m  in,  o r  e l ec t  h i m . 13
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are often accepted as normal and go unnoticed. People in positions of 
authority, like doctors, are quite vulnerable to being drawn into those 
work-avoidance patterns. For example, physicians are often tempted to 
provide false information and to cooperate in the denial of seriously ill 
patients. People who are overweight easily find physicians who 
prescribe diet pills rather than help their patients do work (gain self
acceptance, change their self-image, control their diet, exercise rou
tinely). Similarly, a nation facing a perilous situation may generate a 
demagogue, complete with "evil" scapegoats, to provide the illusion of a 
Type I situation and thus a false sense of security. It is extremely 
difficult (and risky) for an authority figure to present constituents with 
the reality they face and the work that is theirs. Taking pride in the 
authorized and conventional view of oneself as a problem solver may 
compound the difficulty. 

In the realm of public policy, citizens, interest groups, executive 
agencies, the press, and Congress turn to those they have authorized 
as problem solvers to take care of problem situations on their behalf. 
Each level seeks out an authority figure in the next echelon up, until 
often the president becomes the physician of last resort. And, as we 
have discussed, as long as those situations are easily defined and 
technically remediable (Type I), work does indeed get done. But when 
the situation calls for leadership and not simply the fulfilling of one's 
authority-that is, when the situation calls for mobilizing the group's 
resources to face, define and resolve its problems-then a leader, a 
person trying to get work done, will come up against the group's 
natural inclination to avoid taking the work back onto its own 
shoulders. In these situations leadership often requires going against 
the patterns of constituents, beyond their expectations, and thus 
outside of one's authority, to get work done. But unlike Richard 
Nixon's idea of leadership- which assumes that a stand is a policy 
answer, and answers are to be explained so that the people are won 
over-this view of leadership sees a stand as a tool for eng.aging the 
people in doing work, and sees popular approval as a possible indication 
of work avoidance within the group. 

Of course, it isn't that the person exercising leadership knows what 
the work is. It isn't that he knows "what to do." The need for leadership 
arises precisely because there are many highly problematic situations in 
which no one knows what to do. If the direction were clear, the solution 
available through technical expertise, then an authority in that field 
would suffice; one could presumably bring him in, or elect him. 13 
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c l e a r - c u t  s i t u a t i o n s  w h e r e  t e chn ic a l  e x p e r t i s e  c a n  p r o v i d e  s o l u t i o n s ,  
a u t h o r i z i n g  o t h e r s  to  d o  o n e ' s  w o r k  will  su c ce ed .  B u t  in  s i t u a t i o n s  
w h e r e  t h e  g r o u p ' s  v a l u e s  a r e  u n c l e a r ,  t h e  s h a p e s  o f  p r o b l e m s  a r e  
indi s t inc t ,  a n d  s o l u t i o n s  h a v e  y e t  to  be  f a s h i o n e d ,  s u c c e s s  r e q u i r e s  
s h i f t in g  t h e  p r i m a r y  locus  o f  w o r k  ba c k  to  t h e  g r o u p .  T o  d o  th i s  
d e m a n d s  l e a d e r s h i p  t h a t  g o e s  b e y o n d  o r  a g a i n s t  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  
i n h e r e n t  in o n e ' s  a u t h o r i t y .  In o t h e r  w o r d s ,  a p e r s o n  is r a r e ly ,  if e v e r ,  
a u t h o r i z e d  to  ex e r c i se  l e ade r sh ip .

T h e  idea t h a t  l e a d e r s h i p  is a f u n c t i o n  d i s t i n c t  f r o m  a u t h o n t y ^ a n d  
t h e r e f o r e  t h a t  it l acks  pos i t io n a l i ty ,  h a s  n u m e r o u s  im pl i c a t i o n s .  Fi rs t ,  
l e a d e r s h i p  ca n  be  ex e r c i s e d  a t  o n c e  b y  s e v e r a l  p eo p le  f r o m  v a r y i n g  
p o s i t i o n s  o f  a u t h o r i t y .  O n e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  m a y  e x e r c i s e  l e a d e r s h i p  v is -a-  
vis o t h e r  o r g a n i z a t i o n s .  S e c o n d ,  t h e r e  m a y  be  n o  s u c h  t h i n g  a s ^ s g j z i n g  
j eade j . sh ip , "  s i n ce  l e ad e r s h i p . i s . n o t .  a p o s i t i o n b u t  a n  ac t iv i t y .  H o w  c a n  
o n e  se ize  a n  a c t i v i ty ?  T h i r d ,  a l t h o u g h  s o m e  wil l  g a i n  h i g h  p o s i t i o n  a n d  
e n o r m o u s  i n f o r m a l  a u t h o r i t y ,  t h e y  m a y  n e v e r  ex e r c i s e  l e a d e r s h i p .  
T h o s e  w h o m  w e  call l e a d e r s  m a y  n o t  be l e a d e r s  a t  all, s i m p l y  f i g u r e s  o f  
a u t h o r i t y .  F r o m  a f u n c t i o n a l  p o i n t  o f  v i e w ,  a l e a d e r  is a n y b o d y  w h o  
s e r v e s  t h e  f u n c t i o n s  o f  l e ad e r s h i p ,  h o w e v e r  h e  m a y  be  p e r c e iv e d  by  
o th e r s .

I f l e a d e r s h i p j s j h  e m o  biliz a t i o n o f a g  r o u p ' s  r e s o u r c e s  to  d o  w o r k , 
a n d  if m a n y  s i t u a t i o n s  in t h e  r e a l m  o f  pub l i c  pol icy a r e  o f  t y p e s  II a n d  III, 
t h e n  t h e  e x e r c i s e  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  will r e q u i r e  d e v i s in g  pol icies o r  t a k i n g  
a c t i o n s  t h a t  s e r v e  as  c a t a l y s t s  o f  w o r k ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  s o l u t i o n s  to  
p r o b l e m s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  w h e n  M o h a n d a s  G a n d h i  se t  o u t  o n  a h u n g e r  
f a s t ,  he  did so  n o t  to  so lv e  t h e  p r o b l e m s  o f  h is  da y ,  b u t  to  e n g a g e  p eo p l e  
in  t h e  p r o b l e m s  o f  h is  day .  F a s t i n g  w a s  n o  s o l u t i o n .  F a s t i n g  a i m e d  to  
p r o v o k e  q u e s t i o n s ,  i n v o l v e m e n t ,  a n d  re spo ns i b i l i t y .

S imi la r ly ,  if t h e  t a s k  o f  t h e  m id d l e  m a n a g e r  as  l e a d e r  is to  mobi l i ze  
t h e  r e s o u r c e s  o f  t h e  g r o u p  ( s u p e r i o r s ,  s u b o r d i n a t e s ,  l a t e r a l  co l l ea gu es ,  
t h e  p r es s ,  o u t s i d e  p a r t i e s )  to  d o  w o r k  ( c o m e  to  t e r m s  w i t h  p r o b l e m a t i c  
s i t u a t i o n s ) ,  t h e n  t h e  t a s k  wil l  g e n e r a l l y  c o n s i s t  o f  c a p t u r i n g  a n d  
d i r e c t i n g  a t t e n t i o n  to  t h e  p r o b l e m  s i t u a t i o n ,  c o n t a i n i n g  t h e  s t r e s s  a n d  
f r u s t r a t i o n  t h a t  i n e v i t a b l y  c o m e  f r o m  f ac ing  t o u g h  s i t u a t i o n s ,  co r ra l l -  
i n g  t h e  v a r i o u s  c o n s t i t u e n t s  i n t o  w o r k i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  o n e  
a n o t h e r ,  a n d  m a n a g i n g  t h a t  w o r k  p r o c e s s  (d e f in in g ,  r e f i n i n g ,  a n d  
r e s o l v i n g  p r o b l e m s )  o v e r  t i m e .  A  l e a d e r  b e c o m e s  a g u i d e ,  i n t e r p r e t e r ,  
a n d  s t i m u l u s  o f  e n g a g e m e n t ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  a s o u r c e  o f  a n s w e r s .

T h i s  k in d  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  i s n ' t  easy .  P a r t i c u l a r l y  in g r o u p  se t t in g s ,  
p e o p l e  d e v e l o p  i n g e n i o u s  p a t t e r n s  f o r  a v o i d in g  w o r k .  T h e s e  p a t t e r n s
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clear-cut situations where technical expertise can provide solutions, 
authorizing others to do one's work will succeed. But in situations 
where the group's values are unclear, the shapes of problems are 
indistinct, and solutions have yet to be fashioned, success requires 
shifting the primary locus of work back to the group. To do this 
demands leadership that goes beyond or against the expectc1tions 
inherent in one's authority. In other words, a person is rarely, if ever, 
authorized to exercise leadership. 
-~The idea that leadership is a function distinct from autho~HYt_and 
therefore that it lacks positionality, has numerous implications. First, 
leadership can be exercised at once by several people from varying 
positions of authority. One orgilnization may exercise leadership vis-a
vis other organizations. Second, there may be no such thing as_:~jz.ing 
leader.~hip," since leadership.is not.a pos_ition but an_activi_ty.. How can 
one seize an activity? Third, although some will gain high position and 
enormous informal authority, they may never exercise leadership. 
Those whom we call leaders may not be leaders at all, simply figures of 
authority. From a functional point of view, a leader is anybody who 
serves the functions of leadership, however he may be perceived by 
others. 

If leadership is the mobilizati9.n..of a grouR's resources to do work, 
and if ~ny situ~ti~-ns in the r~;fm of public poiicy are of types II and III, 
then the exercise of leadership will require devising policies or taking 
actions that serve as catalysts of work, rather than solutions to 
problems. For example, when Mohandas Gandhi set out on a hunger 
fast, he did so not to solve the problems of his d<1y, but to engage people 
in the problems of his day. Fasting was no solution. Fasting aimed to 
provoke questions, involvement, and responsibility. 

Similarly, if the task of the middle manager as leader is to mobilize 
the resources of the group (superiors, subordinates, lateral colleagues, 
the press, outside parties) to do work (come to terms with problematic 
situations), then the task will generally consist of capturing and 
directing attention to the problem situation, containing the s tress and 
frustration that inevitably come from facing tough situations, corrall
ing the various constituents into working relationships with one 
another, and managing that work process (defining, refining, and 
resolving problems) over time. A leader becomes a guide, interpreter, 
and stimulus of engagement, rather than a source of c1nswers. 

This kind of leadership isn't easy. Particul,,rly in group settings, 
people develop ingenious patterns for avoiding work. These patterns 
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composing i t . . .  a State which dwarfs its men, in order that they may be more  
docile instruments in its hands even for beneficial purposes— will find that 
with small men no great thing can really be accomplished.15

L eadersh ip  and P u b lic  P ro b le m  S o lv in g  
as G rou p  P h e n o m e n a

N o  s i t u a t i o n  c a n  be  d e s c r ib e d ,  a p r i o r i ,  as  a p r o b l e m .  S i t u a t i o n s  s e e m  
p r o b l e m a t i c  b e c a u s e  p e o p l e  v a l u e  o n e  s t a t e  o f  a f f a i r s  o v e r  a n o t h e r .  
Peo p le  w o u l d  r a t h e r  n o t  b e  p o o r ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  s o  j o b l e s s n e s s  is d e e m e d  
a p r o b l e m .  In t h e  pu b l i c  r e a l m ,  t h e  k i n d s  o f  s i t u a t i o n s  w e  d e f i n e  as 
p r o b l e m a t i c  o f t e n  c h a n g e .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  i n e q u a l i t y  o f  o p p o r t u n i t y  is 
d e f in e d  as  a p r o b l e m  t o d a y ,  b u t  a t  t i m e s  in  t h e  p a s t  i t  w a s  s i m p l y  a 
g e n e r a l l y  a c c e p t e d  c o n d i t i o n  s u s t a i n e d  b y  a se t  o f  p r e v a i l in g  u n d e r -  
s t a n d i ng s .

W o r k  o n  a n y  l a r g e - s c a l e  p r o b l e m  s i t u a t i o n  m a y  b e  i m p o s s ib le  
w i t h o u t  f i rs t  s h i f t i n g  t h e  p r e v a i l in g  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  so  t h a t  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  
is s e e n  as  p r o b l e m a t i c .  A d v o c a t e s  o f  v a r i o u s  pub l i c  c o n c e r n s  a n d  c a u s e s  
o f t e n  s e r v e  t h i s  f u n c t i o n  b y  b r i n g i n g  w h a t  t h e y  t h i n k  is a p r o b l e m  o r  
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  g e n e r a l  a t t e n t i o n .  In t h i s  w a y ,  a v i s i on  o f  t h e  f u t u r e  ac ts  
as a s t i m u l u s ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  a n  a n s w e r .  It is t h e  g r a i n  o f  s a n d  in  t h e  
oys t e r ,  n o t  t h e  pea r l .

T h e  w o r k  p r o c e s s  m o v e s  f o r w a r d  as  c o m p e t i n g  f r a m e s  f o r  t h e  
p r o b l e m  a r e  c a r v e d  o u t  f r o m  t h e  o v e r a l l  p r o b l e m a t i c  l a n d s c a p e .  T h i s  
p rocess  wil l  r e q u i r e  t h a t  t h e  v a r i o u s  c o m p o n e n t s  o f  t h e  r e l e v a n t  
c o m m u n i t y ,  e a c h  r e p r e s e n t i n g  a d i f f e r e n t  p e r s p e c t i v e  o n  t h e  p r o b l e m  
s i tu a t i on ,  e n g a g e  o n e  a n o t h e r .  W a y s  t o  t e s t  t h e  p a r a m e t e r s  o f  t h e  
s i tu a t io n  m u s t  be  d e v e l o p e d  a n d  i m p l e m e n t e d .  P r o b l e m s  h a v e  to  be  
d i s t in g u i s h e d  f r o m  c o n d i t i o n s .  A s  s u g g e s t e d  b e f o r e ,  p r o b l e m s  a r e  
th o s e  a s p e c t s  o f  a s i t u a t i o n  t h a t  p o t e n t i a l l y  c a n  be  r e s o l v e d ,  w h i l e  
cond i t io ns  a r e  t h o s e  a s p e c t s  t h a t  a r e  p r o b a b l y  u n c h a n g e a b l e .  T o  fail in 
this d i s t i n c t i o n  is u s u a l l y  to  m i s t a k e  i l l u s ion  f o r  r ea l i ty .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  in 
U .S . -Sov ie t  r e l a t i o n s ,  e a c h  n a t i o n ' s  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  to  t h e  o t h e r ' s  w e a p -  
ons  ( nu c l e a r ,  ch e m ic a l ,  b iological )  is a c o n d i t i o n  c e n t r a l  to  a p r o b l e m a t i c  
s i tua t ion.  A l t h o u g h  m a n y  m i g h t  l ike t o  v i e w  th i s  c o n d i t i o n  as  t h e  c r u x  

J of t h e  p r o b l e m  a n d  t h e n  i m a g i n e  a t e c h n ic a l  T y p e  I c u r e  f o r  i t — a 
:’per fec t  " S t a r  W a r s "  d e f e n s e ,  f o r  e x a m p l e — s u c h  a v i s i on  d e n i e s  
^essent ia l  a s p e c t s  o f  r ea l i ty .  F e w  p e o p l e  ac tu a l l y  s u p p o s e  t h a t  w e  can  
ma ז ke  o u r s e l v e s  i n v u l n e r a b l e ,  n o t  o n l y  to  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s ,  b u t  to  
biological a n d  c h e m i c a l  w e a p o n s  as  wel l .  D e f i n i n g  " m u t u a l  v u l n e r a b i l -
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composing it ... a State which dwarfs its men, in order that they may be more 
docile instruments in its hands even for beneficial purposes- will find that 
with small men no great thing can really h€ accomplished.15 

leadership and Public Problem Solving 
as Group Phenomena 

No situation can be described, a priori, as a problem. Situations seem 
problematic because people value one state of affairs over another. 
People would rather not be poor, for example, so joblessness is deemed 
a problem. In the public realm, the kinds of situations we define as 
problematic often change. For example, inequality of opportunity is 
defined as a problem today, but at times in the past it was simply a 
generally accepted condition sustained by a set of prevailing under
standings. 

Work on any large-scale problem situation may be impossible 
without first shifting the prevailing understanding so that the situation 
is seen as problematic. Advocates of various public concerns and causes 
often serve this function by bringing what they think is a problem or 
opportunity to general attention. In this way, a vision of the future acts 
as a stimulus, rather than an answer. It is the grain of sand in the 
oyster, not the pearl. 

The work process moves forward as competing frames for the 
problem a re carved out from the overall problematic landscape. This 
process will require that the various components of the relevant 
community, each representing a different perspective on the problem 
situation, engage one another. Ways to test the parameters of the 
situation must be developed and implemented. Problems have to be 
distinguished from conditions. As suggested before, problems are 

• those aspects of a situation that potentially can be resolved, while 
conditions are those aspects that are probably unchangeable. To fail in 
this distinction is usually to mistake illusion for reality. For example, in 

a1 U.5.-Soviet relations, each nation's vulnerability to the other's weap
.: ons (nuclear, chemical, biological) is a condition central to a problematic 
• 
1 

situation. Although many might like to view this condition as the crux 
; of the problem and then imagine a technical Type I cure for it - a 

, .· perfect "Star Wars" defense, for example- such a vision denies 
\ essential aspects of reality. Few people actually suppose that we can 
· make ourselves invulnerable, not only to nuclear we;ipons, but to 

·t biological and chemical weapons as well. Defining "mutual vulnerabil-... 
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In t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  w i s d o m ,  e f f ec t i ve  pol i t ica l  l e a d e r s h i p  is d e f in e d  
as t h e  ca pa c i ty  to  ac h ie ve  o n e ' s  d ec la re d  go a l s ,  t o  g e t  o n e ' s  p r o g r a m  
e n a c t e d .  T h e  e m p h a s i s  is n o t  o n l y  o n  h a v i n g  a p r o g r a m  o n e  ca n  call 
o n e ' s  o w n ,  b u t  o n  b e i n g  ab le  to  m a n a g e  o n e ' s  i n f l u e n c e  to  ac h ie v e  i t . 14 
T h i s  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  e v e n  in  w h a t  a p p e a r  to  be  T y p e  I s i t u a t i o n s ,  m a y  b e  a 
t r a p  f o r  t h o s e  in a u t h o r i t y  w h o  w a n t  to  e x e r c i s e  l e a d e r s h i p .  As  a s i m ple  
e x a m p l e ,  c o n s i d e r  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  f i g u r e  w h o  t h i n k s  h e  h a s  a s o l u t i o n  
a n d  w h o s e  p r i m a r y  s t a k e  is to  e n a c t  a speci f ic  po l i c y— s a y  a p r e s i d e n t  
w h o  p a s s i o n a t e l y  bel ieves  in a p a r t i c u l a r  e n e r g y  policy.  As  K e l l e r m a n  
d e s c r i b e s  in The Political Presidency, t h e  p r i m a r y  r e q u i r e m e n t  f o r  success ,  
e v e n  h e r e ,  will  be  t h e  p r e s i d e n t ' s  c a p a c i t y  to  e n g a g e  t h e  r e l e v a n t  
c o m m u n i t y  o f  i n t e r e s t s  ( C o n g r e s s ,  p r e s s ,  i n t e r e s t  g r o u p s ,  publ ic ,  
c a b in e t )  in t h e  w o r k  o f  f ac ing,  a s s e s s i n g ,  a n d  c r e a t i n g  t e r m s  f o r  
r e s o l v i n g  t h e  p r o b l e m a t i c  s i t u a t i o n .  T h i s  l e a d e r s h i p  p r o c e s s  d e m a n d s  
c o n t i n u o u s  e n g a g e m e n t  a n d  i n t e n t  l i s t e n i n g  s o  t h a t  t h e  p r e s i d e n t  can  
i n c l u d e  in h is  d e f in i t i o n  o f  t h e  p r o b l e m  a n d  i ts  po l i cy  s o l u t i o n s  as m u c h  
o f  t h e  pol i t ica l  l a n d s c a p e  as  h e  can .  G e t t i n g  a p r o g r a m  e n a c t e d  will 
r e q u i r e  i n c o r p o r a t i n g  t h e  v a r i o u s  p o i n t s  o f  v i e w  r e p r e s e n t e d  in t h e  
c o m m u n i t y  of  i n t e r e s t s — a p r o c e s s  o f  l e a r n i n g  a n d  c o m p r o m i s e  t h a t  
wil l  t e n d  to  p r o d u c e  a p r o g r a m  n o  l o n g e r  o n e ' s  o w n .  C l i n g i n g  to  a 
speci f ic  pol icy  as  " o n e ' s  o w n "  will  o f t e n  l ead  to  f a i l u re  b e c a u s e  it is 
e s s e n t i a l l y  a n  apol i t ical  pol icy f o r m u l a t i o n  a n d  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n  s t r a t -  
eg y .  T h a t  is, t h e  w o r k  h a s  b e e n  c o n c e i v e d  as  t h e  ind iv i dua l ' s  r a t h e r  
t h a n  t h e  g r o u p ' s .  T h e  f u n d a m e n t a l  e r r o r  l ies in  d e a l i n g  w i t h  T y p e  II 
a n d  T y p e  III s i t u a t i o n s  as if t h e y  w e r e  T y p e  I.

M a n y  l e a d e r s h i p  t h e o r i s t s  a n d  p r a c t i t i o n e r s  h a v e  fal l en  i n t o  t h e  
s a m e  t r a p  as  h a v e  " f o l l o w e r s . "  T h e y  i d e n t i f y  t h e  p r i m a r y  locus  o f  w o r k  
w i t h  t h e  i n d iv i d u a l  a u t h o r i t y  r a t h e r  t h a n  w i t h  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  o f  
i n t e r e s t s  t h a t  h a s  t h e  p r o b l e m .  S oc ie t i e s  t h a t  o p e r a t e  a c c o r d i n g  to  t h e  
c o n v e n t i o n a l  w i s d o m  t e n d  to  p r o d u c e  " l e a d e r s "  w h o  p e r p e t u a t e  t h e  
m i s t a k e  o f  m i s i d e n t i f y i n g  t h e  p r i m a r y  lo c u s  o f  w o r k  a n d  t h u s  fail to 
e n g a g e  t h e  p r o b l e m - d e f i n i n g  a n d  p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g  r e s o u r c e s  o f  th e  
g r o u p .  In d i v id u a l  e f f o r t s  r e m a i n  u n i n t e g r a t e d  w i t h  a s y s t e m i c  so lu t ion .  
J o h n  S t u a r t  Mill  d e s c r ib e s  th i s  d y n a m i c .

The mischief begins when, instead of calling forth the activity and powers of 
individuals and bodies, [a governm ent] substitutes its o w n  activity for theirs;
w hen  instead of informing, advising, and upon occasion, denouncing, it makes 
them work in fetters, or bids them stand aside and does their work instead of 
them. The worth of  a state, in the long run, is the worth of the individuals

196 I THE POWER OF PUBLIC IDEAS 

In the conventional wisdom, effective political leadership is defined 
as the capacity to achieve one's declared goals, to get one's program 
enacted. The emphasis is not only on having a program one can call 
one's own, but on being able to manage one's influence to achieve it. 1" 

This perspective, even in what appear to be Type I situations, may be a 
trap for those in authority who want to exercise leadership. As a simple 
example, consider the authority figure who thinks he has a solution 
and whose primary stake is to enact a specific policy- say a president 
who passionately believes in a particular energy policy. As Kellerman 
describes in Tire Politicnl Prcside11cy, the primary requirement for success, 
even here, will be the president's capacity to engage the relevant 
community of interests (Congress, press, interest groups, public, 
cabinet) in the work of facing, assessing, and creating terms for 
resolving the problematic situation. This leadership process demands 
continuous engagement and intent listening so that the president can 
include in his definition of the problem and its policy solutions as much 
of the political landscape as he can. Getting a program enacted will 
require incorporating the various points of view represented in the 
community of interests-a process of learning and compromise that 
will tend to produce a program no longer one's own. Clinging to a 
specific policy as "one's own" will often lead to failure because it is 
essentially an apolitical policy formulation and implementation strat
egy. That is, the work has been conceived as the individual's rather 
than the group's. The fundamental error lies in dealing with Type II 
and Type III situations as if they were Type I. 

Many leadership theorists and practitioners have fall en into the 
same trap as have "followers." They identify the primary locus of work 
with the individual authority rather than with the community of 
interests that has the problem. Societies that operate according to the 
conventional wisdom tend to produce "leaders" who perpetuate the 
mistake of misidentifying the primary locus of work and thus fail to 
engage the problem-defining and problem-solving resources of the 
group. Individual efforts remain unintegra ted with a systemic solution. 
John Stuart Mill describes this dynamic. 

The mischief begins when, instead of calling forth the activity and powers of 
individuals and bodies, la government] substitutes its own activity for theirs; 
when instead of informing, advising, and upon occasion, denouncing, it makes 
them work in fetters, or bids tihem stand aside and does their work instead of 
them. The worth of i1 5tilte, in the long run, is the worth o( the individuals 

{ 
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people ' s  p r o b l e m s  b a c k  in t h e i r  o w n  laps  w i t h o u t  a b a n d o n i n g  t h e m .  A 
l e ad e r  is l ikely to  e n c o u n t e r  p l e n t y  o f  f r u s t r a t i o n ,  conf l ic t ,  a n d  a n g e r  as 
he  ch a l l e n g es  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  t o  to l e r a t e  t h e  c o n f u s i o n  a n d  d i s c o m f o r t  
o f  l e a r n i n g .  S u c c e s s  wil l  d e p e n d  o n  (1) i d e n t i f y i n g  t h e  p r o b l e m  
s i t u a t i o n s  t h a t  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  i n d ic a t e s  a r e  r ip e  f o r  i ts a t t e n t i o n ,  (2) 
d e t e r m i n i n g  t h e  c o m p o s i t i o n  o f  t h e  r e l e v a n t  c o m m u n i t y  o f  in t e r e s t s ,  
(3) d e s i g n i n g  p o s i t i o n s  a n d  pol ic ies  to  a d d r e s s  t h e  r ipe s i t u a t i o n s  so  t h a t  
the  r e l e v a n t  c o m m u n i t y  l e a r n s  its w a y  to  a s o l u t i o n ,  a n d  (4) i m p l e m e n t -  
ing a n d  a s s e s s i n g  a c t i o n s  a c c o r d i n g  to  t h e i r  e f f e c t s  o n  t h e  c o m m u n i t y ' s  
w o r k  p rocess .

F ra n k l i n  R o o s e v e l t ' s  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  l e a d e r s h i p  i l l u s t r a t e s  th is  
e x p e r t i se  q u i t e  wel l .  Espec ia l ly  b e f o r e  t h e  1 9 3 7  c o u r t - p a c k i n g  f iasco,  
R o o s e v e l t  r o u t i n e l y  l e f t  t h e  v a r i o u s  c o m m u n i t i e s  o f  i n t e r e s t  in 
c o n f u s i o n  un t i l  pol icy  d i r e c t i o n s  e m e r g e d  f r o m  t h e i r  s t r u g g l e  w i t h  
th e i r  u n c e r t a i n t y ,  v a l u e s ,  a n d  d o u b t .

Situat ions had to be pe rm i t t e d  to develop,  to crystallize, to clarify; the  
compet ing forces had to vindicate themse lves  in the actual pull and  tug  of 
conflict; public opinion had to face the ques t ion,  cons ider  it, p r o n o u n c e  upon  
it—only then,  a t  t he  long frazzled end,  wou ld  the Pres ident ' s  i ntui t ions  
consolidate and precipi tate a r e su l t .16

For ex a m p le ,  d u r in g  th e  d ep th  o f  th e  D e p r e s s io n ,  ra th er  th an  
establish  an offic ial e c o n o m ic  policy , R o o s e v e l t  avo id ed  b e c o m in g  
attached  to  a n y  p articu lar s t r a te g y ,  e c o n o m ic  th e o r y ,  or  so lu t io n .  O f  
course,  h e  had h is  o w n  p r e fe r e n c e s .  T h e  p o int ,  h o w e v e r ,  w a s  n o t  
primarily to  im p le m e n t  his p r e fe r e n c e s .  T h e  p o int  w a s  to  track th e  
trends in the  g r o u p  for  c lu e s  to  th e  i s s u e s  th a t  w e r e  ripe fo r  its  
atten tion  and for w h ic h  h e  cou ld  u s e  h is  fo rm a l a u th o r i ty  and p erso n a l  
p ow er  to  p rovok e  its w o rk .  R o o se v e lt 's  e x p er t ise  did n o t  lie in in v e n t in g  
so lu t ions  and im p le m e n t in g  t h e m ,  but in im p r o v is in g  t e m p o r a r y  
catalysts o f  w o r k  in t h e  fo r m  o f  policies and p os it ion s ,  d e p e n d in g  o n  the  
w ay the  w o r k  w a s  p r o g r e ss in g ,  o r  b e in g  avo id ed ,  in th e  g r o u p  at th e  

^  time.

I  Yet Roosevelt saw himself in a favorite simile as a quarterback in a football 
. game. He could not say what the play after next was going to be until the next  
 play was completed. "If the play makes ten yards," he told a press conference in ׳£■'

April 1933, "the succeeding play will be different from what it would have 
been if they had been thrown for a loss. I think that's the easiest way to explain 
it." And, from his point of v iew, the Frankfurters and the Tugwells ,  the
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people's problems back in their own laps without abandoning them. A 
leader is likely to encounter plenty of frustration, conflict, and anger as 
he challenges the community to tolerate the confusion and discomfort 
of learning. Success will depend on (1) identifying the problem 
situations that the community indicates are ripe for its attention, (2) 

determining the composition of the relevant community of interests, 
(3) designing positions and policies to address the ripe situations so that 
the relevant ,community learns its way to a solution, and (4) implement
ing and assessing actions according to their effects on the community's 
work process. 

Franklin Roosevelt's management of leadership illustrates this 
expertise quite wel l. Especially before the 1937 court-packing fiasco, 
Roosevelt routinely left the various communities of interest in 
confusion until policy directions emerged from their struggle with 
their uncertainty, values, and doubt. 

Situations had to be permitted to develop, to crystallize, to clarify; the 
competing forces had to vindicate themselves in the actual pull and tUJg of 
conflict; public opinion had to face the question, consider it, pronounce upon 
it-only then, at the long frazzled end, would the President's intuitions 
consolidate and precipitate a result. 16 

For example, during the depth of the Depression, rather than 
establish an official economic policy, Roosevelt avoided becoming 
a ttached to any particular strategy, economic theory, or solution. Of 
course, he had his own preferences. The point, however, was not 
primarily to implement his preferences. The point was to track the 
trends in the group for clues to the issues that were ripe for its 
attention and for which he could use his formal authority and personal 
power to provoke its work. Roosevelt's expertise did not lie in inventing 
solutions and implementing them, but in improvising temporary 
catalysts of work in the form of policies and positions, depending on the 
way the work was progressing, or being avoided, in the group at the 

· · time. 
" 

I
I, Yet Roosevelt saw himself in a favorite simile as a quarterb.,ck in a football 

game. He could not say what the play after next was going to be until the next 
' ~ play was completed. "If the play makes ten yards," he told a press conference in 
I April 1933, "the succeeding play will be different from what it would h,we 

been if they h.,d been thrown for a loss. I think that's the easiest way to explain 
it." And, from his point of view, the Frankfurters ,rnd the Tugwells, the 
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i t y "  as a p r o b l e m  r a t h e r  t h a n  a c o n d i t i o n  is t h u s  in a c c u r a t e .  A l t e r n a t i v e  
p r o b l e m  d ef in i t io ns  a re :  i m p r o v i n g  s e c u r i t y  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n d i t i o n  o f  
m u t u a l  v u ln e r a b i l i t y  by  i m p r o v i n g  U .S . - S o v i e t  r e l a t i o n s ,  cr is is  p r e v e n -  
t i o n  a n d  m a n a g e m e n t ,  s t r e n g t h e n i n g  d e t e r r e n c e  t h r o u g h  a r m s  c o n -  
t rol ,  d i m i n i s h i n g  t h e  d i s p l a c e m e n t  o f  T h i r d  W o r l d  t e n s i o n s  i n t o  t h e  
U . S . - S o v i e t  r e l a t i o n sh i p ,  a n d  so  f o r t h .  T o  p r o d u c e  w o r k ,  a v i s io n  n e e d s  
t o  b e  r o o t e d  in r ea l i ty ;  it h a s  to  h a v e  a c c u r a c y ,  a n d  n o t  s i m p l y  
i m a g i n a t i o n  a n d  appeal .

M o s t  s i t u a t i o n s  pol icy m a k e r s  f ace in v o lv e  a m u l t i t u d e  o f  r e l a t e d  
p r o b l e m s  a t  v a r y i n g  s t a g e s  o f  d e f i n i t i o n  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t .  S o m e  f ac e t s  
o f  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  a r e  ju s t  b e g i n n i n g  to  be  p e r c e i v e d  b y  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  as 
p r o b l e m a t i c ,  o t h e r s  h a v e  lo n g  b e e n  s e e n  as  p r o b l e m s  b u t  r e m a i n  
u n s o l v e d  a n d  a p p e a r  u n r e m i t t i n g ,  w h i l e  p e r h a p s  a f e w  p r o b l e m s  a r e  
n e a r  r e s o lu t io n .  A  pol icy t o  a d d r e s s  o n e  p r o b l e m  will  o f t e n  a f f ec t  n o t  
o n l y  t h e  w a y  o t h e r  p r o b l e m s  a r e  d e f i n e d  b u t  a l so  t h e  r e s o u r c e s  
av a i l a b le  to  a d d r e s s  t h e m .  A s  t i m e  p a s se s ,  w o r k  in o n e  p r o b l e m  a r e a  
m a y  s t i m u l a t e  in s i g h t s  t h a t  l ead  to  p r o b l e m  r e d e f i n i t i o n  in o t h e r  a r e a s ,  
a n d  in  t u r n  to  c h a n g e s  in pol icy a n d  r e s o u r c e  a l loc a t ion .  I n d e e d ,  s i n ce  
s i t u a t i o n s  a n d  r e s o u r c e s  a r e  o v e r l a p p i n g ,  m a n y  s u c h  in s i g h t s  m a y  be  
p o ss i b le .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  o u r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  o f  t h e  1 9 8 6  ex p l o s i o n  o f  t h e  
s p a c e  s h u t t l e  Challenger s h o u l d  yield i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  m i s m a n a g e m e n t  o f  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  in g e n e r a l ,  n o t  j u s t  t h e  N a t i o n a l  A e r o n a u t i c s  a n d  Sp ac e  
A d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  w e  m a y  d i s c o v e r  s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e  
i m p a c t  o f  r ap id  p r i v a t i z a t i o n  o n  t h e  m a n a g e m e n t  s y s t e m s  o f  pub l i c  
a g e n c i e s  a n d  t h e  d a n g e r  o f  s e e i n g  s u c h  a pol icy a s  a m e c h a n i c a l  cu r e -a l l  
f o r  t h e  ills o f  g o v e r n m e n t ,  soc i e t y ,  a n d  o t h e r  n a t i o n s .  A l t h o u g h  t h e  
p r i v a t i z a t i o n  o f  pub l i c  b u s  s y s t e m s  m a y  c o n s t i t u t e  g o o d  pol icy in s o m e  
ci t ie s ,  p u s h i n g  N A S A  to  ac t  l ike a p r o f i t - m a k i n g  b u s i n e s s  w i t h  r igid 
p r o d u c t i o n  d e a d l in e s  e v i d e n t l y  w a s  no t .

In  th i s  c o m p l e x  a n d  s o m e w h a t  f luid e n v i r o n m e n t ,  t h e  pub l i c  
off ic ia l  is f ac ed  w i t h  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  o f  m a n a g i n g  t h e  d i sc o v er y ,  s h a p in g ,  
a n d  r e d i s c o v e r y  o f  e a c h  s t e p  in t h e  p r o b l e m - d e f i n i n g  a n d  - s o lv ing  
p r o c e s s  o v e r  t im e .  H e  m u s t  b e  ab le  to  l ead  t h e  r e l e v a n t  c o m m u n i t y  of  
i n t e r e s t s  in f ac in g  u n w a n t e d  s i t u a t i o n s ,  i n v e s t i g a t i n g  w h a t  c a n  be 
c h a n g e d  a n d  w h a t  c a n n o t ,  d i s c o v e r i n g  w h a t  it is w i l l i ng  to  d e f i n e  a s  a 
p r o b l e m ,  a p p l y i n g  i n s i g h t s  f r o m  o t h e r  a r e a s ,  a n d  f a s h i o n i n g  t h e  life 
a d j u s t m e n t s  t h a t  will  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  m a t e r i a l  o f  a n y  s o lu t i on .

T h i s  e x p e r t i s e  o p e r a t e s  o n  a r a z o r ' s  e d g e .  A n  e x p e r t  a t  l e a d e r s h i p  
h a s  t o  m a n a g e  t h e  m e a n s ,  pac e ,  a u t h o r i t y  s t r u c t u r e s ,  a n d  o t h e r  devices 
f o r  c o n t a i n i n g  a n d  f o c u s i n g  t h e  u s u a l l y  t u r b u l e n t  p r o c e s s  o f  p u t t i n g
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ity" as a problem rather than a condition is thus inaccurate. Alternative 
problem definitions are: improving security within the condition of 
mutual vulnerability by improving U.S.-Soviet relations, crisis preven
tion and management, strengthening deterrence through arms con
trol, diminishing the displacement of Third World tensions into the 
U.S.-Soviet relationship, and so forth. To produce work, a vision needs 
to be rooted in reality; it has to have accuracy, and not simply 
imagination and appeal. 

Most situations policy makers face involve a multitude of related 
problems at varying stages of definition and development. Some face ts 
of the situation are just beginning to be perceived by the community as 
problematic, others have long been seen as problems but remain 
unsolved and appear unremitting, while perhaps a few problems are 
near resolution. A policy to address one problem will often affect not 
only the way other problems are defined but also the resources 
available to address them. As time passes, work in one problem area 
may stimulate insights that lead to problem redefinition in other areas, 
and in turn to changes in policy and resource allocation. Indeed, since 
situations and resources are overlapping, many such insights may be 
possible. For example, our investigation of the 1986 explosion of the 
space shuttle C/,n//engershould yield insight into the mismanagement of 
organizations in general, not just the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration. Furthermore, we may discover something about the 
impact of rapid privatization on the management systems of public 
agencies and the danger of seeing such a policy as a mechanical cure-all 
for the ills of government, society, and other nations. Although the 
privatization of public bus systems may constitute good policy in some 
cities, pushing NASA to act like a profit-making business with rigid 
production deadlines evidently was not. 

In this complex and somewhat fluid environment, the public 
official is fa ced with the challenge of managing the discovery, shaping, 
and rediscovery of each step in the problem-defining and -solving 
process over time. He must be able to le.td the relevant community of 
interests in facing unwanted situations, investigating what can be 
changed and what cannot, discovering what it is willing to define as a 
problem, ;ipplying insights from other areas, and fashioning the life 
adjustments that will constitute the material of any solution. 

This expertise operates on a razor's edge. An expert at leadership 
has to manc1ge the means, pace, authority structures, and other devices 
for containing and focusing the usuc1lly turbulent process of putting 
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w a r .  R a t h e r  t h a n  t e l l ing  t h e  p e o p l e  w h a t  t h e y  w a n t  to  h e a r ,  l e a d e r s h i p  
in v o lv e s  te l l ing  t h e  p e o p l e  o v e r  t i m e  w h a t  t h e y  n e e d  t o  h e a r  to  g e t  
t h e m  to  f ace a n d  so lv e  t h e i r  p r o b l e m s .

In m a n a g i n g  t h e  id e n t i f i c a t i o n  a n d  r e s o l u t i o n  o f  d i f f i cu l t  i s s ues ,  a 
l e ad e r  wil l  be m a n a g i n g  c o m m u n i t y  p r o c e s s e s  o f  l e a r n in g :  a s s e s s in g  
c u r r e n t  s i t u a t i o n s ,  q u e s t i o n i n g  p r e v i o u s  a s s u m p t i o n s ,  l e a r n i n g  t h e  
d i f f e r e n t  p o i n t s  o f  v i e w  e m b o d i e d  by  o p p o s i n g  i n t e r e s t s ,  i n v e n t i n g  
f r a m e s  f o r  d e f i n i n g  p r o b l e m s  t h a t  t a k e  in a s u f f i c i e n t  b r e a d t h  o f  t h o s e  
i n t e r e s t s ,  i m p l e m e n t i n g  s o l u t i o n s  by  a d j u s t i n g  ac t i o n s  a n d  a t t i t u d e s  as 
a c o m m u n i t y ,  a n d  r e d e f i n i n g  p r o b l e m s  a n d  s o l u t i o n s  as t h e  s i t u a t i o n  
c h a n g e s  a n d  a s  v a r i o u s  p o i n t s  o f  v i e w  c h a n g e .  E a c h  o f  t h e s e  t a sk s  
cons i s t s  o f  l e a r n i n g .

L e a r n i n g  p r o c e s s e s  m a y  be  m o r e  s u c c e s s f u l  in t h e  l o n g  r u n  t h a n  
se d u c t i v e ly  n a r r o w  p r o b l e m  d e f in i t i o n s  a n d  eas i ly  a d m i n i s t e r e d  t e c h -  
nical s o l u t i o n s .  B u t  l e a r n i n g  is d if f i cu lt ,  con f l i c t ive ,  a n d  t a k e s  t ime .  
" L e a r n i n g  i ts  w a y  t h e r e "  m a y  a l so  be t h e  o n l y  w a y  a s o c ie t y  p r o g r e s s e s  
f r o m  o n e  level  o f  s u c c e s s  to  a n o t h e r .  S c h l e s i n g e r  d e s c r i b e s  R o o s e v e l t ' s  
p r e s i d e n c y  th i s  w a y :  "I f  pol i t ics  w a s  e s se n t i a l l y  a n  e d u c a t i o n a l  p ro ce ss ,  
deeds ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  w e r e  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  t e a c h e r .  T h e  N e w  De a l  i tself  
b e c a m e  a g r e a t  s c h o o l h o u s e ,  c o m p e l l i n g  A m e r i c a n s  to  a g r e a t e r  
k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e i r  c o u n t r y  a n d  its p r o b l e m s . " 18

L earn in g  p r o c e s s e s  are d ifficult  to  g a u g e .  T h e  b o t t o m  line m a y  be 
long in c o m in g .  P er h a p s  th e  b est  in dex  a leader m a y  h a v e  to  g a u g e  his  
success  in th e  s h o r t  ru n  is s im p ly  the  e x t e n t  to w h ic h  th e  c o m m u n i t y  is 
th inking  in th e  d ire c t io n  o f  its w o rk .  A s  R o o s e v e l t  w r o t e  to  H .G .  Wells  
in 1 9 3 5 ,  "I b e l ie v e  o u r  b ig g e s t  su c c e s s  is m a k in g  p e o p le  th in k  d u r in g  
these  past t w o  years .  T h e y  m a y  n o t  th in k  s tra igh t  b u t  th e y  are 
thinking in th e  r ight d irection ."19

D em ocracy

D em o cr a cy  is o f t e n  se e n  as a m ean s  to  p rotect_ ind iyjduaL_and  
h1aljjenable_rights_and fr e e d o m . From  th e  p e r s p e c t iv e  o u t l in e d  in this  

i chapter, h o w e v e r ,  d e m o c r a c y  appears  to  be a s y s t e m  fo r  tu r n in g  the  
X w o rk_0f-the_com m un ity_b ack o v e r  to th e  c o m m u nity .  A s  s u g g e i f e d  by  
■ others in this v o lu m e ,  th e se  t w o  ideas~o?democracy m a y  be c o m p le m e n -  
tary.

|  T h u s  d e m o c r a c y  is n o t  p r i m a r i l y  a pol i t ical  s t r u c t u r e ,  b u t  a s h a r e d  
^set o f  a t t i t u d e s  b y  w h i c h  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  i t se l f  t a k e s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  
w o rk  r a t h e r  t h a n  p u s h i n g  t h e  w o r k  o n t o  t h e  s h o u l d e r s  o f  its 

, au th o r i t i e s .  D e m o c r a c y  m i g h t  f l o u r i s h  w i t h i n  m a n y  k i n d s  o f  poli t ical
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war. Rather than telling the people what they want to hear, leadership 
involves telling the people over time what they need to hear to get 
them to face and solve their problems. 

In managing the identification and resolution of difficult issues, a 
leader will be managing community processes of learning: assessing 
current situations, questioning previous assumptions, learning the 
different points of view embodied by opposing interests, inventing 
frames for defining problems that take in a sufficient breadth of those 
interests, implementing solutions by adjusting actions and attitudes as 
a community, and redefining problems and solutions as the situation 
changes and as various points of view change. Each of these tasks 
consists of learning. 

Learning processes may be more successful in the long run than 
seductively narrow problem definitions and easily administered tech
nical solutions. But learning is difficult, conflictive, and takes time. 
"Learning its way there" may also be the only way a society progresses 
from one level of success to another. Schlesinger describes Roosevelt's 
presidency this way: "If politics was essentially an educational process, 
deeds, of course, were the most important teacher. The New Deal itself 
became a great schoolhouse, compelling Americans to a greater 
knowledge of their country and its problems."18 

Le.1rning processes are difficult to gauge. The bottom line may be 
long in coming. Perhaps the best index a leader may have to gauge his 
success in the short run is simply the extent to which the community is 
thinking in the direction of its work. As Roosevelt wrote to H.G. Wells 
in 1935, "I believe our biggest success is making people think during 
these past two years. They may not think straight but they are 
thinking in the right direction."t9 

Democracy 

Democracy is often seen as a means _t.Q_protect_indi.vjduaLand 
~e.nable_rights_aJls! f!,!~~m. From the perspective outlined in this 
chapter, however, democracy appears to be a system for turning the 
~-of_the_community_bru:.k over to the community. As suggesfed by 
others in this volume, these two id~as-~?cl~m~cy;.;,ay be complemen-

. tary. 
: Thus democracy is not primarily a political structure, but a shared 

•. set of attitudes by which the community itself takes responsibility for 
work rather than pushing the work onto the shoulders of its 

: authorities. Dem0cr.1cy might flourish within mc1ny kinds of political 
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Johnsons and the Hulls represented alternative plays, not alternative strate- 
gies. Each ideological system, as he must have felt it, described certain aspects 
of American reality, each missed out on certain vital features, and effective- 
ness might therefore most probably lie not in taking one or the other but in 
combining and applying both to meet the needs of a particular situation.17

S o m e t i m e s ,  f o r  p u r e l y  tact i cal  r e a s o n s ,  a l e a d e r  wil l  i n d e e d  t a k e  
c l ea r  s t a n d s  o r  p u t  his  full w e i g h t  b e h i n d  a specif ic  pol icy.  T a k i n g  s u c h  a 
pos i t ion ,  e v e n  if it d o e s  n o t  c o n f o r m  to  his  p e r s o n a l  v a l u e s  a n d  
p r o g r a m ,  m a y  s e r v e  a s  a h e u r i s t i c  dev ice  to  s t i m u l a t e  a n d  g u i d e  t h e  
conf l i c t ive  a n d  d e l i b e r a t i v e  w o r k  o f  p r o b l e m  d e f i n i n g  a n d  p r o b l e m  
solving .  S t a n d s  a n d  pol icies a r e  t h u s  d e s i g n e d  b o t h  to  g e n e r a t e  w o r k  
a n d  to  t e s t  t h e  w a t e r s  (i.e., g a t h e r  m o r e  i n f o r m a t i o n ) .  B a se d  u p o n  his  
ana lys i s  o f  h o w  a n d  w h i c h  i s s u es  a r e  r i p e n i n g  in  t h e  r e l e v a n t  
c o m m u n i t y ,  a l e a d e r  m a y  wel l  sh i f t  his  w e i g h t  o r  c h a n g e  h is  s t a n c e  
o v e r  t im e .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  t o  p r e v e n t  p r e m a t u r e  c l o s u r e  o n  a n  a r g u m e n t  
w h e n  t h e  p o i n t  o f  v i e w  r e p r e s e n t e d  by  t h e  w e a k e n i n g  s ide  is n o t  b e i n g  
faced  b y  t h e  l a r g e r  c o m m u n i t y  o f  i n t e r e s t s ,  a l e a d e r  m i g h t  f ind  w a y s  to  
r e i n f o r c e  t h e  w e a k e r  s ide ,  e v e n  if h e  h i m s e l f  is ideo lo g ic a l l y  o p p o s e d  to 
it, so  as  to  k e e p  t h e  p r o c e s s  su f f i c i e n t l y  f luid f o r  t h e  w o r k  to  c o n t i n u e .  
In th i s  r e g a r d ,  a l e a d e r  is l ike a m i d w i f e  t r y i n g  t o  k e e p  t h e  m o t h e r  f r o m  
p u s h i n g  t h e  b a b y  o u t  t o o  s o on .

A l e a d e r  m a y  h a v e  to  g a u g e ,  i n t e r p r e t ,  a n d  m a n a g e  n o t  o n l y  w h i c h  
s i t u a t i o n s  o r  i s s u e s  a r e  r ipe  f o r  a t t e n t i o n ,  b u t  a l so t h e  v ic i s s i t u d es  a n y  
h a r d  w o r k  is b o u n d  to  e n c o u n t e r .  A s  s u g g e s t e d  ea r l i e r ,  w h e n  t h e  w o r k  
i t sel f  r e q u i r e s  t h a t  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  w r e s t l e  w i t h  i ts c o n f l i c t i n g  p o i n t s  of  
v ie w ,  t h e r e  a r e  b o u n d  to  be  m a n y  d i v e r s i o n s  a n d  o t h e r  m e c h a n i s m s  of  
w o r k  av o i da n c e .

C h i e f  a m o n g  t h e s e  m e c h a n i s m s  is t h e  p e n c h a n t  f o r  l o o k i n g  to  th e  
p e r s o n  in a u t h o r i t y  f o r  a n s w e r s .  T h u s  to  e x e r c i s e  l e a d e r s h i p ,  th e  
a u t h o r i t y  f i g u r e  m a y  h a v e  to  p ace  t h e  r a t e  a t  w h i c h  h e  fails t h e  d e m a n d  
f o r  a n s w e r s ,  p e r h a p s  v e r y  s lowly .  H e  m a y  h a v e  a " h o n e y m o o n  pe r iod , "  
b u t  if h e  d o e s  n o t  ac t  c a r e f u l l y  in g iv in g  t h e  w o r k  b a c k  to  t h e  g r o u p  a t  a 
r a t e  it c a n  m a n a g e ,  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  in its f r u s t r a t i o n  m a y  well  
s c a p e g o a t  i ts a u t h o r i t y  f i g u r e  b y  p u l l i n g  h i m  d o w n  a n d  rep la c ing  
h i m — all in t h e  be l i e f  t h a t  " i f  o n l y  w e  h a d  t h e  r i g h t  l e a d e r  o u r  p r o b l e m s  
w o u l d  be  so lve d . "

A l t e r n a t i v e l y ,  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  m a y  avo i d  t a k i n g  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  a 
d i f f i cu l t  s i t u a t i o n  by  d e f i n i n g  t h e  p r o b l e m  so  n a r r o w l y  t h a t  it a p p e a r s  
a m e n a b l e  t o  a t e c h n ic a l  s o l u t i o n .  O r  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  i ts a u t h o r i t i e s  
m a y  c r e a t e  a d i v e r s i o n  b y  p r o d u c i n g  a n e w  s i t u a t i o n — f o r  e x a m p l e ,  a

• 
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Johnsons and the Hulls represented alternative pl.1ys, not altern.1tive strate

gies. Each ideological system, as he must have felt it, described cert;iin aspects 
of American re«ility, each missed out on cert,1in vital featu res, and effective
ness might therefore most probably lie not in t,1king one or the other bu t in 
combining and ,1pplying both to meet the needs of a particular situation_17 

Sometimes, for purely tactical reasons, a leader will indeed take 
clear stands or put his full weight behind a specific policy. Taking such a 
position, even if it does not conform to his personal values and 
program, may serve as a heuristic device to stimulate and guide the 
conflictive and deliberative work of problem defining and problem 
solving. Stands and policies are thus designed both to generate work 
and to test the waters (i.e., gather more information). Based upon his 
c1naiysis of how and which issues are ripening in the relevant 
community, a leader may well shift his weight or change his stance 
over time. For example, to prevent premature closure on an argument 
when the point of view represented by the weakening side is not being 
faced by the larger community of interests, a leader might find ways to 
reinforce the weaker side, even if he himself is ideologically opposed to 
it, so as to keep the process sufficiently fluid for the work to continue. 
In this regard, a leader is like a midwife trying to keep the mother from 
pushing the baby out too soon. 

A le.,der may have to gauge, interpret, and manage not only which 
situations or issues are ripe for attention, but also the vicissitudes any 
hard work is bound to encounter. As suggested earlier, when the work 
itself requires that the community wrestle with its conflicting points of 
view, there are bound to be many diversions and other mechanisms of 
work avoidance. 

Chief among these mechanisms is the penchant for looking to the 
person in authority for answers. Th us to exercise leadership, the 
authority figure may have to pace the rate at which he fails the dem,rnd 
for answers, perhaps very slowly. He may have a "honeymoon period," 
but if he does not act c<1refu lly in giving the work back to the group at a 
rate it can manage, the communit y in its frustration mc1y well 
scap,egoat its authority figure by pulling him down and replacing 
him-all in the belief that "if only we had the right leader our problems 
would be solved." 

Alternatively, the community may avoid taking responsibility for a 

difficul t situation by defining the problem so narrowly that it appet1rs 
amen;ible to a technical solution. Or the community and its c1uthorities 
m.:iy cre;ite a divC'rsion by producinr, a new situ;ition-for ex;imple, ., 
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W h i c h  poli t ical  s t r u c t u r e s  m i g h t  be  a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  p r o m o t i n g  
d e m o c r a c y  as a v a l u e  s y s t e m  a n d  in w h i c h  s e t t i n g s ?

W h a t  k n o w l e d g e  a n d  t r a i n i n g  w o u l d  a l e a d e r  n e e d ?
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• Which political structures might be appropriate for promoting 
democracy .1s a value system and in which settings? 

• What knowledge and training would a leader need? 
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s tr u c tu r e s  (such as m o n a r ch y  or socialism ) as lon g  as th e  c o m m u n i t y  
e f fe c t iv e ly  takes responsib il ity  for  w ork .  C o n v e r se ly ,  e f fo r ts  to  in sti-  
tu t e  a d em ocra tic  political s tr u c tu r e  in a c o m m u n i t y  that d o es  n o t  take  
responsib il ity  for its o w n  w o rk  will n o t  n ecessar ily  produce  d em ocracy .  
E u g e n e  D e b s  w e n t  to the  heart o f  th is  d ist inction: "T oo  lon g  h a v e  the  
w o r k e r s  o f  the  w orld  w a ited  for  s o m e  M o s e s  to  lead th e m  o u t  o f  
b o n d a g e .  H e  has not com e; h e  will n e v e r  co m e .  I w o u ld  not  lead y o u  ou t  
if I could; for i f  yo u  c o u ld  he led  o u t, y o u  c o u ld  lie led  b a c k  n g n in ." 20

Perh ap s d em o cr a cy  as a political s t r u c tu r e  o w e s  its su cc ess  as a 
p r o b le m -d e f in in g  and p r o b le m -s o lv in g  apparatu s  n o t  s im p ly  to  the  
m ora l i ty  o f  p rotec tin g  and d istr ib utin g  "rights and privileges," but to its 
capacity ,  w ith in  a g r o u p  s tr u c tu r e  and as a c o m m u n i t y  se t  o f  a t t i tu d es ,  
to  d istr ib ute  the responsib il i ty  for  w o r k  in th e  on ly  place w h e r e  the  
w o r k  can be done.

F u r th er  Inquiry

T h e  a lter n a t iv e  co n ce p t io n  o f  lea d ersh ip  and public policy s u g g e s t e d  in 
th is  ch a p te r  and by this v o lu m e  will require  m o re  analysis  and test ing.  
R ea d er s  will u n d o u b te d ly  find t h e y  h a v e  m a n y  im p o r ta n t  and u nre-  
s o lv e d  q u e s t io n s .  In the  spirit o f  th e  ideas p r e s e n te d  here ,  w e  have  
in te n d e d  to s t im u la te  th in k in g  o n  su ch  q u e s t io n s ,  not  to a n s w e r  them
d efin it ive ly .  T h e s e  q u e s t io n s  m ig h t  include:

•  H o w  can  o n e  a n a ly z e  th e  t r e n d s  in a s o c ie ty  to g a u g e  w h e n  an  
i s s u e  is ripe for th e  group's  a t te n t io n ?

•  Is th e  c u rr en t  "crisis in leadersh ip "  a s ig n  o f  g r o w in g  fru s tr a t io n  
w it h  c o m p le x  s i tu a t io n s ,  e v id e n c e  o f  a w o r k -a v o id a n c e  m ec h a -  
n ism ,  or  an indication th at  w o r k  is g e t t in g  d one?

•  W h a t  in terp re tive  fr a m e w o r k s  can be u sed  to help  c o m m u n it ie s  
d e f in e  and so lve  the  p rob lem s th e y  face?

•  H o w  d o e s  o n e  ex e r c ise  le a d e rsh ip  at t im e s  o f  crisis, w h e n  th e re  is 
a p p a r e n t ly  little or  no  t im e  to  sh if t  th e  lo c u s  o f  w o r k  back to the  
r e le v a n t  c o m m u n ity ?

•  W h a t  is th e  d if fe r e n c e  b e t w e e n  policy  d e s ig n e d  as a h eurist ic  
d ev ic e  and policy d es ig n ed  as a so lu t io n ?

•  W h a t  are th e  im plications o f  th is  co n ce p t  o f  leadership  for  
d e v e lo p in g  political s t r a te g y  and tactics to g e t  w o r k  d one?
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structures (such as monnrchy or socialism) as long as the comm unity 
effectively takes responsibility for work. Conversely, efforts to insti
tute a democratic political st ructure in a community that does not take 
responsibility for its own work will not necessarily produce democracy. 
Eugene Debs went to the heart of this distinction: "Too long have the 
workers of the world waited for some Moses to lead them out of 
bondage. He has not come; he will never come. I would not lead you out 
if I could; for 1/ you coulil hr /rd oul, yo11 co11/d l,e led l,nck ngni11."zo 

Perhaps democracy as a political structure owes its success as a 
problem-defining and problem-solving apparatus not simply to the 
morality of protecting and distributing "rights and privileges," but to its 
capacity, within a group structure and as a community set of attitudes, 
to distribute the responsibility for work in the only place where the 
work can be done. 

Further Inquiry 

The alternc1 tive conception of leadership and public policy suggested in 
this chapter and by this volume will require more analysis and testing. 
Readers will undoubtedly find they ha ve many important and unre
solved questions. In the spirit of the ideas presented here, we have 
intended to stimulate thinking on such questions, not to answer them 
definitively. These questions might include: 

• How can one analyze the trends in a society to gauge when an 
issue is ripe for the group's attention? 

• Is the current "crisis in leadership" a sign of growing frustration 
with complex situations, evidence of a work-avoidance mecha
nism, or an indication that work is getting done? 

• What interpretive frameworks can be used to help communities 
define and solve the problems they face? 

• How does one exercise leadership at times of crisis, when there is 
apparently little or no time to shift the locus of work back to the 
relevant community? 

• What is the difference between policy designed as a heuristic 
device and policy designed as,, solution? 

• What are the implications of this concept of leadership for 
developing politic,1I strategy ;ind t,1ctics to get work done? 
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Social Research and  E ducational Change

natural sciences is th o ugh t to be  g en era ted  by curiosity  alone. In contrast 
m any persons assum e tha t social research  as vve have defined  it should  be 
for im proving  the  hum an  condition  and  be d riv en  by bo th  curiosity  and 
practical goals.

O u r second lim itation concerns the  decision  to  focus this book on 
education. This decision was m ade for several reasons: social research  has 
differing effects in d ifferen t in stitu tions, th e  two o f us are  fam iliar w ith 
education , education  is im p o rtan t, and a large lite ra tu re  on social research  
im pact in education  is a lready  available. N everth e less , the  decision to 
focus on education  m eans th a t th is book cen tres  0 1 1  the  effects of.social 
research  w ith in  a specific in stitu tiona l context.

By com parison w ith  o th e r in stitu tions, education  in m ost countries: 
is m assive in size, is largely su p p o rted  by  pub lic  funds, has a sizeable 
bureaucracy , serves a vu ln e rab le  c lien t popu lation , has low professional 
status, has com plex and  often con trad ic to ry  goals, has diffuse effects w hich 
are  hard  to assess, and  is often politicized. T hese  features ten d  to gen era te  
a u n iq u e  arena  for social research  im pact. To illustra te , education  has a 
large n u m b er o f  in te re s t g roups (or ‘stakeho lders ') who are  involved in 
se ttin g  its policies and  p ro ced u res . T hese  in te re s t g roups inc lude , at a 
m inim um : politicians, adm in istra tors  in g o vernm en ts, policy advisors in 
governm ents, d istric t and  school adm in is tra to rs , teachers, teachers’ tin- 
ions, paren ts, school hoards, c itizen  g roups representing  specific in terests, 
teacher educators, educational researchers, industries w ith  needs f o r  
tra ined  em ployees, fo u n d a tio n s  a n d  vendors p u sh ing  educational innova- 
tions, and  (lest vve forget) pupils. E duca tiona l system s differ in the  ways in 
w hich they  accom m odate  the  in te re s ts  of th ese  various groups and  in th e ir  
p ro ced u res  for m aking policy, and each o f these  groups m ay have needs 
for access to social research  know ledge.

To take an o th e r illu stra tion , m odern  educational system s a re  subject 
to rep ea ted  calls for change o r ‘re fo rm ’. M ost of these  calls reflect the 
in te rests  of specific g roups, m ost calls involve assum ptions abou t the 
po ten tia l effects o f innovations, an d  in m ost cases those assum ptions are 
not backed by research . (To illu stra te , refo rm ers o f the  past few years have 
urged  such innovations as a c a ree r-lad d e r system  for teach ers’ salaries or a 
longer school year. I t is a rg u ed  th a t such  innovations will g en era te  h ig h er 
levels of pup il ach ievem en t, b u t little  research  has ye t ap p eared  that 
w ould su p p o rt such a rgum en ts.) In  sh o rt, the  ‘radical’ notion o f supp o rtin g  
calls for educational reform  w ith  re sea rch  know ledge seem s not yet popu- 
lar am ong m any reform ers.

O ne m ight th ink  this a p ro b lem , b u t ev idence  also suggests tha t over 
the  years m ost calls for reform  have had  b u t little  effect 0 1 1  educational 
p rac tice  (see E lm ore  and M cL aughlin , 1988; C uban , 1990). This does not 
m ean tha t education  is static . O n th e  con trary , it clearly  evolves in 
response  to ideological and  b u reau c ra tic  p ressu res  and is occasionally 
sw ept by fads —  som e, like o pen  lea rn in g  or p rogram m ed instruction ,
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natural sciences is thought to be generated by c uriosity alone. In cont rast 
many persons assume that social research as we have defined it should be 
for improving the human condition and be driven by both curiosity and 
pra<:lical goals. 

Our secon<l limitation concerns the decision to focus this hook on 
e,"'calicm. This decision was mmle for several reasons: soci;tl research h<ls 
<lifforing effocts in different institutions, th e two of us are familiar with 
education, education is important, and a large literature on social research 
impact in education is already available. Nevertheless, the decision to 
focus on education means that this book centres 011 the effects of.social 
research within a specific institutional context. 

By comparison with other institutions, education in most countries: 
i~ massive in size, is largely supported hy p11hlic funds, has a sizeable 
hureaucracy, serves a vulnerable client population, has low professional 
stalus, has complex and often contradictory goals, has diffuse effects which 
are bani to assess, and is often politici7.ed. These features tend to f!;enerate 
a unique arena for social research i,npact. To illustrate, education h as a 
large n11mhcr of interest groups {or 'stakeholders') who are involved in 
setting its policies and procedures. These interest groups include, al a 
minim11111: l'Olificians, administrato,·s in govenwients, policy adoisors in 
goven1111e11ts, distr-ict and school admi11istrato,-s, teache,-s, teache1·s' 1m
io11s, J><ffe11ts, scliool boards, citizen groups rnprese11ti11g S7'ecific intern,,;ts, 
teacher eclw:ators, ecl11catio11al researchers, industries with needs fur 
trni11ed e111plo11ees, fou11datio11s and vendors pushing ed11cati<mal innova
tions, and (lest we forget) 7mpils. Educational sys te ms differ in the ways in 
which they accommodate the interests of these various groups and in their 
procedures for making policy, and each of these groups may have needs 
for access to social research knowledge. 

To take another illustration, mo<lern edncational systems are subject 
to repeated calls for change or ' reform'. Most of these calls reflect the 
interests of s pecific groups, most caHs involve assumptions ahout tlw 
potential effcc;ts of innovations, and in most cases those assumptions are 
,mt backed hy research. (To illustrate, reformers of the past few years have 
urgc<l .such innovations as a career-la<ldcr system for teachers' salaries or a 
longer school year. It is argue<l that such innovations will generate higher 
levels of pupil achieve1nent, but little research has yet appeared that 
woold support such arguments.) In short, the 'rn<lical' notion of supporting 
calls for e ducational reform with research knowledge seems not yet popu
lar among many reformers. 

One might think this a problem, but evidence also suggests that over 
the years most calls for reform have ha<l but little effect on educationnl 
practice (see Elmore and McLaughlin, 1988; Cuban, 1990). This docs not 
mean that ccl11cation is static. On the contrary, it dearly evolves in 
r<>sponsc to ideological and bureaucrntic pressures and is occasionally 
swcpl by fads - some, like open lcaminp; or programmed instruction, 
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d ifferen t stances, howevfer, and in this in tro d u c to ry  essay vve prov ide a 
fram ew ork for understand ing  tlie ir insights.

Before addressing this topic, vve should  say w hat w e m ean by social 
research , and why our coverage is m ainly abou t education . T he term s 
research  and social science are used  in m any ways. D ictionaries give bo th  a 
broad  and a narrow  m eaning for ‘re sea rch ’. In its b road  sense, research  
d en o tes  any investigatory activity, thus it m ight inc lude  (am ong o th e r 
things) philosophical inquiry , textual exegesis, o r self-exploration via 
m ed ita tion . A lthough this broad m ean ing  is useful e lsew here , w e choose 
in this book to stress the n arrow er sense  in w hich research  is used to 
d en o te  d iscip lined  em pirical investigation  or inqu iries w hich g a th e r and 
in te rp re t  evidence.

S im ilarly , ‘social’ research  can be conceived  to apply to all disciplines 
th a t concern  them selves w ith the  affairs of in te rac tin g  beings including  
(am ong o thers) the fields o f law, archaeology, and  ethology. A lthough 
th e se  uses m ay also be need ed  in o th e r  contex ts, we choose here  to 
re s tr ic t usage to the  core social discip lines w hose research  has had the 
g re a te s t im pact 0 1 1  education  —  social psychology; sociology; an thropol- 
ogy, and  occasionally h istory , political science , and econom ics.

W h en  w e speak of social research, th en , w e have in m ind the 
em pirica l investigations characteristic  o f the  core  social sciences. A lthough 
re s tric tiv e , this definition still covers a lot o f te rrito ry . It includes —  for 
exam ple —  experim en ts w ith hum an sub jec ts , social surveys, observation- 
al re search ; e thnograph ic  studies; pub lic-opin ion  polls; analyses o f census 
and  o th e r  records assem bled by g o v ernm en ts; historical research  w ith 
a rch ival docum ents; stud ies th a t a re  com m issioned  by p riv a te -in te rest 
g roups; basic, app lied , and  evaluation  research ; inexpensive research  that 
is co n d u c ted  by isolated scholars o r educa to rs; com plex stud ies w ith huge 
sam ples and  m assive funding; and  in tensive  research  0 1 1  b u t a single 
p e rso n  o r  social context.

Social research  is now a large and  costly en te rp rise  in industria lized  
co u n trie s . It is sponsored from  m any sources: th e  p riva te  sector, through 
g ran ts  from  foundations, govern m en ts , or public  au tho rities, and the  
salaries o f un iversity  faculty who bo th  teach  and do research . M ost expen- 
sive social research  is supp o rted  th rough  gran ts and contracts from gov- 
e rn m e n ts , and  this, as we shall see, can b e  the  tail tha t wags the  research  
dog, in fluencing  the  questions tha t a re  asked and  the  m ethods that are  
u sed . G ran t and con trac t su p p o rt m ust co m p e te  w ith  o th e r legitim ate 
n eed s  for tax dollars, and m uch o f it is aw arded  w ith the  expectation that 
social research  will co n trib u te  to social b e tte rm e n t (as defined  by the  
sponsor), p referably  in the sho rt run . B ut, w h a tev er the  funding  source, 
m uch  social research  is w idely assum ed  to be for ‘im prov ing’ social life. In 
th is reg ard , social research  is seen  d ifferen tly  from  a good deal o f research  
in th e  natu ra l sciences, say astronom y o r physics. All form s of d iscip lined 
resea rch  are  though t to gen era te  know ledge, b u t m uch of research  in the
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dincrent sta11ccs, howcv<~r. and in this introductory essay we provide a 
framework for undcrslandillg their in~iglits. 

Before addressing th is topic, we should say w hat we mean by social 
research, and why our coverage is mainly about education. The terms 
r·csearch and social science a rc used in many ways. D ict ionaries g ive bo th a 
broad and a nnrrow mcanill~ for 'research ' . In its biroacl sense, research 
denotes any investigatory activit y, thus it might include (among other 
things) philosophical incp1iry, tcxt11al exegesis, or self-exploration via 
meditation. Although this broad mcanin~ is useful dscwhcrc, \\'C choose 
in this book to stress the narrower sense in w liich research is used to 
denote disciplined e mpirical inves tigation or inquiries w hich gather and 
interpret evidence. 

Similarly, 'social' research can lie concl'ivccl to apply to all disciplines 
that concern the mselves with the affa irs of inte ract ing licin~s ind11di11~ 
(among others) the fields of law, archaeology, nncl ethology. Allho11gh 
these uses may also be needed in other contexts, we choose he re to 
restrict usage to the core social disciplines whose research has had the 
greatest impact on education - social psycholo~y; sodology; anthropol
ogy, and occmionally h is tory, pol itic al science, and economics. 

Whe n we speak of social research, then, we have in mind the 
empirical investigations clrnracterist ie of the core social s c:ic 11ces. Althou~h 
restrictive, this d e finition s till covers a lot of territory. It includes - for 
example - experiments with human subjects, social surveys, ohscrYation• 
al research; ethnographic studies; public-opinion polls; ~malyscs of census 
and other records assembled by governmen ts; historical research with 
archival documents; studies that arc commissioned by private-in tcrcst 
groups; basic, applied, a n<l evaluation research; inexpensive research that 
is conducted by isolated scholars or educators; complex studies with hu~e 
samples and massive funding; and intensive research on but a s ingle 
person or social context. 

Social research is now a large and costly enterprise in industrialize d 
countries. It is sponsore d from many sources: the private sector, thro11~h 
grants from foundations, governments, or public authorities, and the 
salaries of university facult y who hoth teach and do r(>scarclt. Most expen
sive social research is supported through grants and contracts frolll gov
e rnments, and this, as we shall see, can he the tail that wags the research 
clog, influencing the questions that arc asked arnl the method~ that are 
used. Grant and con trac-t support must compete with other legitimate 
needs for lax dollars, and 11111ch of it is awarded with the expectation that 
S()cial researc h will contribute to social betterment (as d efined h y the 
sponsor), preferably in the short run. But, whatever the funding source, 
much social research is widely assumed to be fo r 'improving' soda) life. In 
this regard, social research is seen differently from a good deal of research 
in the natural sciences, sny astronomy or physics. All forms of disciplined 
research are thought lo gc·,wratc knowlc d g<>, h ut much of r<'Se.trch in the 
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been tep id , and  advocacy g roups such as the C o m m ittee  on Basic Re- 
search  in the B ehavioral and Social Sciences [R .M . A dam s, N .J. S m elser 
and D .J. T re iinan , C h a p te r  2], have often felt a n eed  to argue  that 
“F ed era l in v es tm en t in basic research  in the  behavioral and social sciences 
. . .  is an in v es tm en t in th e  fu tu re  w elfare o f the  n a tio n .”

D oubts abou t th e  value of social research  efforts have b een  particu lar- 
ly s trong  in educa tion . In part, this scepticism  m ay have b een  fuelled  by 
exaggerated  claim s for research  effects. To illu stra te , Patricia G raham , at 
that tim e D irec to r o f  the  N ational In s titu te  o f E ducation  in W ashington, 
sta ted  that “As an in trin sic  p a rt of all our research  and d ev e lopm en t 
program s, w e will find ways to e lim inate  th e  effect o f a s tu d e n t’s race, 
cu ltu re , o r incom e on the  quality  of education  rece ived  and on the 
ach ievem en t level a tta in e d ” (ASA Footnotes, 1978). But such uncritical 
enthusiasm  had, by th e  en d  o f the  1970s, b een  largely rep laced  by 
pessim ism . T hus, a p ro m in en t re sea rch er in the  U n ited  S tates has 
recen tly  asked:

Is the  vast m ajority  o f the variance in educational effectiveness 
inexplicable in te rm s o f the  influences tha t w e can cu rren tly  
m easure  and  con tro l?  Is it likely to rem ain  so for at least the  span 
o f ou r professional lives? . .  . Should o u r em pirical policy stud ies 
be based on the  assum ption  that the  conditions tha t m ake school- 
ing effective a re  e ith e r  in p ractice  unknow n, u n m easu rab le , too 
num erous, o r too labile  to be  con tro lled  by persons at any signi- 
ficant d istance  from  the  essential nexus o f learn ing , nam ely  a 
p u p il’s brain  and  a tu to r?  I am inclined  to be lieve  th a t the answ er 
to each of th e se  questio n s is “yes” . (Glass, 1979)

W ithin B ritain, the  P e rm an en t Scre tary  to the  D e p a rtm e n t of E ducation  
and Science declared :

I have to say, of course, tha t the  great th ing  abou t research  is that 
a p art o f it is ru b b ish  and an o th e r p a rt . . . leads now here  and is 
really indifferent; it is, I am afraid, exceptional to find a p iece  of 
research  that really  h its the  nail on the head and tells you p re tty  
clearly w hat is w rong  or w hat is h ap p en in g  or w hat should  be  
d o n e . . . . P eop le  say th ey  have done som e research  w hen they  
really m ean  they  have sto p p ed  to th ink  for th ree  m inu tes. (Pile, 
1976)

And a fo rm er u n iv e rsity  professor, in 1988 an A ssistant S ecre tary  in the 
U.S. D e p a rtm en t o f E duca tio n , com plained:

To p u t it sim ply , o u r labors h av en ’t p roduced  enough findings that 
A m ericans can u se  o r even see the  use of. O ver the  past two
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hc<'n tc-picl, and advocacy groups ~11ch as the Cmnmitt(~e on Basic He
search in the Behavioral and Social Sciences [It M. Adams, N. J. Smelser 
and D .J. Trcima11, Chapter 2]. have often felt a need to argue that 
"Federal investment in basic research in the hehavioral and social sciences 
... is an investment in the future welfare of the nation.•· 

Doubts about the value of social research efforts have been parlicular
ly stron1Z in educalion. In part, this scepticism may have been fuelled by 
cxaggen1tcd claims for research effects. To illustrate, Patricia Graham, al 
that time Director of the National Institute of Education in \,Vashington, 

stated that "As an intrinsic part of all our research an<l development 
programs, we will find ways to el iminate the effect of a stu<lent's race, 
cul tu re., or income on the quality of education received and on the 
achievement level attained" (ASA Footnotes, 1978). But such uncri tical 
enthusiasm liad, hy the end of the 1970s, hcen largely replaced by 
pessimism. Thus, a prominent researcher in the United States has 
recently asked: 

ls the vast majorily of the variance in educational effectiveness 
inexplicable it1 terms of the innue n ces that we can currently 
nwasurc :rnd con trol? Is it likely to remain so for at ]cast the span 
of our proressional lives? ... Sho11l<l our empirical policy sl11clics 
be based cm the assumption that the conditions that make school
ing effective are either in practice unknown, unmeasurahle, too 
numerous, or too labile to be controlled hy persons at any si~ni
ficant distance from the essential nexus of learning, name ly a 
pupil's brain and a tutor? I am inclined to be lieve that the answer 
to each of these questions is "yes". (Glass, 1979) 

\Vithin Britain, the P0.rmancnt Scrctary to the Department of Education 
and Science declared: 

I have to say, of co11rse, that the great thing about research is that 
a part of it is rubbish and anotl1cr p:1rt ... leads no-whe re and is 
really indifferent; it is, I am afraid, exc~ptional to fin<l a piece of 
rcst·,m.:h thrit re~lly hits the nail on !he head and t('lls ym1 pretty 
dearly what is wl'ong or what i.s happening or w hat should he 
done .... People say they have clone some rP.seard1 when they 
really mean !hey have slopped to think for lhrce minutes. (Pile, 
JH76) 

And a former university professor, in HJ88 nn Assistant Secretary in the 
U.S. Departme nt of Education, compl:linecl: 

To put it simply, m1r bhors havC'n't p trocl11crd cr1011J.d1 findings that 
A mcricans can 11se or ~vr.n SC(' the use of. Ovrr t '10 past two 
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m asquerading as research -genera ted  innovations. H ow ever, educational 
system s generally seem  to have a ro bust capacity for resisting  p ressu res  for 
change. M ore than one study has show n tha t policy decisions by educa- 
tional leaders have b u t little  im pact w ith in  schools (see, for exam ple, 
Popkew itz, Tabachnick, and W ehlage, 1982). But this also suggests tha t the 
deck m ight be stacked against those w ho seek ev idence for th e  im pact o f 
social research in education. (If educational system s successfully resist 
o th e r p ressures for change, w hy should  they  not also resist research - 
g enera ted  pressures?) N everthe less, ev idence  of research  im pact in educa- 
tion is abundant —  indeed , the  selections w e have chosen for this book 
provide many exam ples of such effects.

N evertheless, controversies have also e ru p te d  concern ing  th e  n a tu re  
of research  on education, and educational research  has also com e u n d e r  
attack for its p resum ed  lack of re levance. W hy have such con troversies 
and attacks arisen?

E nthusiasm s and  D en ig ra tio n s

Industria lized  civilizations value and su p p o rt research  in the  natu ral scien- 
ces because of its perce ived  benefits  and d esp ite  its d estru c tiv e  po ten tia ls. 
S u p p o rt is also som etim es ex ten d ed  to research  in the  social dom ain. 
N ational governm ents collect m assive census and econom ic d a ta  in the  
hope th a t they  will be  useful. Social research  was argued  as an aid for 
social p lanning  by advocates rang ing  from Adam Sm ith  to Karl Marx, 
E m ile  D urkheim , the  Fabians, and the  A m erican Pragm atists. R ecen t 
en thusiasm  for social research  can b e  traced  to W orld W ar II and  its 
a fterm ath , how ever. Large-scale investigations of propaganda, m orale, and  
individual abilities had been  useful d u rin g  a tim e o f w ar, and social 
research  cam e to be  regarded  as an essen tia l p art of postw ar social recoil- 
s truc tion . T hus D orw in C artw rig h t, w ritin g  in 1949, could assert tha t “111 
th e  acu te  social crisis o f ou r tim e m any peop le  are tu rn in g  to social science 
for the  solution of ou r social p ro b le m s” [C h ap te r 1].

N evertheless, support for social research  rem ains a m inu te  fraction of 
th a t for the natural sciences. W ith in  the  U nited  S tates, su p p o rt for social 
research  0 1 1  ‘practical’ p rob lem s ap p ea red  in various agencies in th e  1940s 
and  1950s, b u t funding for basic’ social research  was not au th o rized  in the 
N ational Science F oundation  un til 1960. Sim ilarly, w ith in  A ustralia, sup- 
p o rt appeared  first for research  in th e  physical and biological sciences, b u t 
in the  early 1950s the federal g o v e rn m en t estab lished  a m ajor facility for 
natu ral and social research , now  know n as th e  In s titu te  for A dvanced 
S tud ies, charged with investiga ting  sub jec ts  o f im portance  to the  nation . 
System atic sup p o rt for social re sea rch  was not form alized in Britain un til 
1966, w hen it was estab lished  u n d e r  the aegis of the  Social Science 
R esearch C ouncil. D esp ite  th e se  advances, su p p o rt for social research  has
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masquerading ns research-generated in novalions. I l owevcr, (\clncational 
systems generally seem to have a robust capaC'i ly for resisting pressures for 
change. More than one study has shown that policy decisions hy educa
tional leaders have hut little impact within schools (sec, for example, 
Popkewitz, Tabaclmick, and \Ne hlage, 1982). But this also suggests that the 
deck might be slacked against those who seek evidence for the impact of 
social research in education. (If c~ducational systems s11cccssf11lly n·sist 
other pressures for change, why should they not also resist rcscarcli
generatecl pressures?) Nevertheless, evidence of research impact in cd11c.1-
lio11 is almndant - indeed, the sC'lccl ioIJs we have chosen for this hook 
provide many examples of such effects. 

Nevertheless, controversies Ii ave also em pled concerning the nat 11rc 
of research 011 education, and cdrn.:atiom,l rf'.!.s0arch has nlso come under 
attack for its presumed lack of rC'lcvancc. VVhy have s11ch controversies 
and attacks ari~cn? 

Enthusiasms and Dcnign,tions 

Industrialized civilizations val11P a11cl support research i11 tlif' natural sci<·n
ces because of its pcr<:eived b<.~ncfils and clcspilc its dcstnidivc potentials. 
Support is also sometimes ('Xt('IHlccl to research in the soci;il domain. 
National governments collect massive census and economic data in the 
hope that they will he useful. Social research was ar~uccl as an aid for 
social planning by advocates ranging from Adam Smith lo Karl ~-larx, 
Emile Durkheim, the Fabians. and the American Pragmatists. Hcccnl 
enthusiasm for social research can be traced lo Worlcl \Var 11 and its 
aftermath, however. Large-scale investigations of propaganda, morale, and 
individual abilities had been useful during a ti111c of war, and social 
research came to h e regarded as an essP-ntial part of postwar social recm1 -
struction. Thus Do1win Cartwright, writing in 194B, could assert that "In 
the acute social crisis of 011r time many pe.ople arc turni111,; to social scic)ncc 
for the solution of our social problems" [ Chapter l]. 

Nevertheless, support for soda I research remains a min11te I ract ion of 
that for the nalural sciences. Wit!1in the United States, st1ppoi-t for social 
research on 'practical' problems appeared in vario11s agencies in the 19110s 
and 1950s, but f11nding for 'basic' social research was not a11l liorizcd in the 
National Science Foundation until 1960. Similarly, within Australia, sup
port appeared first for research in I he physical and biological sciences, lrn! 
in the early HJ50s the federal government cstahlislicd a major facility for 
natural and social research, now known as the Institute for Advanced 
Studies, ch;1rgecl with investigating subjects of import,mcc to tl1c 1wtio11. 
Systematic support for soeial r<>search was not formalized in Britain 1111t ii 
1966, when it was cstahfishccl under the aegis of the Social Science 
Hcscarch Co11ncil. D<'spilC' th<'sP. advances, s11p1~orl for social n·s0arch has 
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findings abou t the  effects o f teach er behav iou r on p u p il ach ievem en t and 
that this in form ation  can b e  app lied  in ways w hich will inev itab ly  im prove 
classroom  teaching .

To say the  least, this m odel seem s in ap p ro p ria te  for th ink ing  about 
social research  and  its effects (see B iddle, 1987). I t im plies a naive view  of 
the research  process and  ignores th e  various form s of know ledge that 
social research  can g en era te . It also assum es th a t social research  know- 
ledge is always m ade available to users and  tha t those users inevitably 
em ploy that know ledge in ways th a t im prove th e  social scene. And it 
assum es tha t the  field of application is politically s te rile  —  devoid  of value 
alternatives, th e  w hee ling  and  dealing  of in te re s t g roups, and th e  m ultitu - 
dinous trade-offs w hich ch arac terize  action in real life situations. It is 
w idely e spoused , how ever, and d isen ch an tm en t seem s to ap p ear w hen 
the expectations it en g en d ers  are  no t fulfilled. If  this ‘s im p le ’ m odel is 
m isleading, w hat m ight a m ore realistic  m odel look like?

C oncep tions o f Social R esearch

W e begin  w ith  the  social research  process. H ow  shou ld  social research  be 
conceived, how  does it g en era te  know ledge, and  w hat is the  n a tu re  of that 
know ledge?

T rad itional o r positiv ist answ ers to these  questions are  based  on m odels 
for social research  w hich are  concerned  w ith q u an tita tiv e  m easu rem en t, 
deductive  reasoning , and causal re la tions am ong variables. As ou tlined  by 
F red  N. K erlinger [C h ap te r 8], social research  is seen  as sim ilar to one 
version of re search  p ro ced u res  in th e  natu ra l sciences. L ike them , it 
conducts d isc ip lined  en q u irie s  in the  real w orld , thus gen era tes  know- 
ledge w hich is m ore  valid than know ledge based  on ideology, hearsay, 
superstitions, in tu itions, or lim ited  personal experience. A nd like them , it 
is based  on th e  canons of ob jectiv ity  and  em piric ism , explores even t 
occurrences th ro u g h  surveys, and confirm s causal re la tions by m eans of 
m anipulative ex p erim en ts  w hich enab le  even ts to be  p red ic ted .

T he m odel as ou tlined  by K erlinger is p opu lar am ong psychologists 
bu t places lim its on o n e ’s realm  o f study , particu larly  w hen  experim enta- 
tion is involved. A fter all, one  norm ally  cannot m an ipu la te  g en d er, social 
class, or the  e th n ic ity  of a p u p il’s fam ily in ex p erim en ts , ye t th ese  factors 
co n trib u te  to variation in pup il school ach ievem en t. C oncern  abou t this 
p roblem  is w idesp read , and  som e sociologists of positiv istic  b e n t argue 
that causal conclusions abou t nonm an ipu la tab le  variab les are  justified  
w hen theory  g en e ra te s  m odels involving such variab les and those m odels 
are, in tu rn , su p p o rted  w ith  ev idence  using  statistical contro ls (see H eiss, 
1975; or Janies, M ulaik, and  B re tt, 1982 —  also see  B iddle, Slavings, 
and A nderson , 1985; and  M arini and  S inger, 1988 for recen t review s of 
causality issues).
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findings about the effects of teacher behaviour on pupil achievement and 
that this information can be applied in ways which will inevitably improve 
ch1ssroom leaching. 

To say the least, this model seems inappropriate for thinking about 
social research and its effects (see Biddle, 1987). It implies a naive view of 
the research process and ignores the various forms of knowledge that 
social research can generate. It also assumes that social research know
ledge is always made available to users and that those users inevitably 
employ that knowledge in ways that improve the social scene. And it 
assumes that the fiel<l of application is politically sterile - devoid of value 
alternatives, the wheeling and dealing of interest groups, and the multilu
di11011s trade-offa which characterize action in rea l life situations. It is 
widely espo11sed, however, and disenchantment seems to appear when 
the expectations it engenders arc not fulfilled. If this 'simple' model is 
111isl~ading, what might a more realistic model look like? 

Co11ccpt ions of Social Rcsem·cl1 

\,\le hcgi11 with the social research process. Ilow should social research he 
c:onccived, how does it generate knowledge, and what is the nature of that 
knowledge? 

Traditional or positivist answers to these questions are based on moclels 
for social research which are concerned with quantitative measurement, 
deductive reasoning, and causal relations among variables. As outlined by 
Fred N. Kerlinger [Chapter 8], social research is seen as similar to one 
version of research procedures in the natural sciences. Like them, it 
C'ond11c:ls disciplined enquiries in the real world, thus generates know
ledge which is more valid than knowledge based on ideology, hearsay, 
s11pcrs!itio11s, intuitions, or limited personal experience. An<l like them, it 
is based 011 the canons of objectivity and empiricism, explores event 
occ11rrc11ces thrnugh surveys, and confirms causal relations by mean:; of 
manipulative experiments which enable events to be predicted. 

The 111odel as outlined by Kerlinger is popular among psychologists 
but place.,; limits 011 011e's realm of study, particularly when experimenta
tion is involved. After all, one normally cannot manipulate gender, social 
class, or the ethnicity of a pupil's family in experim ents, yet these factors 
contribute to variation in pupil school achievement. Conct"rn about this 
prohlcm is widespread, and some sociologists of positivistic bent argue 
that causal concl11sions about nonmanip11latablc variables clre justified 
when theory generates models involving such variahlc>s and those models 
arc, in turn, supported with evidence 11.'iing statistical controls (see Heiss, 
l D75; or James, M11laik, and Brett, 1982 - also S('C Biddle, Slavings, 
and An<k·rson, 1985; ;lll(l M:-irini and Singrr, tm:JR for re<'<"nt rcvi~ws or 
<·a11s.llity iss11cs). 



Bruce J . Biddle and  D on S . A nderson

decades, th e re  has been  a goodly am ount of system atic  inqu iry  
and a flood of stud ies, reports, and recom m endations, ye t o u r 
education system  has by m any m easures w orsened . [C h este r E. 
F inn , Jr., C h ap te r 3]

M oreover, these  doub ts have been  accom panied  by a dow ntu rn  in govern- 
m en t support for social (and educational) research  accom panied  —  at least 
in the  U nited  States and Britain —  by som e vitriolic rhetoric .

W hat lies b eh in d  these  negative a ttitu d es  tow ards the  usefu lness of 
social research? A su rp rising  range o f answ ers has b een  p roposed  for this 
question . Perhaps the  sim plest answ er is tha t som e social (and p articu larly  
educational) research  is flabby, weak, poorly  conceived, o r in ap p ro p ria te  
for solving social p rob lem s [F inn , C h a p te r  3]. A m ore soph istica ted  
answ er sees social research  as often associated w ith social reform  efforts 
involving in te rv en tio n  in the public  sector, hen ce  to be an an a th em a  to 
conservative g o v ern m en ts  [Thom as D. Cook, C h a p te r  4], F u rth e rm o re , 
advocates and ideologues already ‘know ’ the  p ro p e r  solutions for hum an 
p roblem s, and for them  research  is irre levan t, except perhaps to leg itim ate  
p re d e te rm in ed  opinions. O th e r answ ers are  associated  w ith in h e re n t p rob- 
lem s w ithin social research  [H u b e rt M. Blalock, J r ., C h a p te r  5]; re cen t 
attacks upon 'positiv ism ’ am ong social resea rch ers  [Cook, C h ap te r  4]; and 
inad eq u a te  su p p o rt for susta ined  social research  efforts [R ichard Shavelson 
and D avid B erliner, C h a p te r  7], And still a n o th e r is based  on th e  observa- 
tion th a t social re sea rch ers  and  users live in sep ara te  w orlds th a t are  
difficult to link [H en ry  M. Levin, C h ap te r  6]. (In brief, th e  re sea rch e rs ’ 
w orld is slow er paced  and tends to be  focused 0 1 1  th e  com plex details of 
research  m ethods, findings, and  in te rp re ta tio n s . 1 1 1  con trast, the  u se r lives 
in a w orld o f practical d em an d s and conflicts —  w h ere  decisions m ust 
often be m ade quickly, w h e th e r  or not research  has any th ing  to say abou t 
the  topic.)

In th e  final analysis, how ever, it appears tha t doub ts about social 
research  are based  m ore on hearsay  than  reality . E v idence  abounds that 
social research  has substan tia l im pact, and sum m aries o f som e of its effects 
w ith in  education  ap p ea r in m any of the  essays re p rin te d  in this book. To 
p araphrase  M ark Tw ain, c u rre n t rum ours abou t the ineffectiveness of 
social research  seem  to be  grossly exaggerated . W hy have such rum ours 
ap p eared , and w hy are  they  so w idely  believed?

In this essay w e argue  that such rum ours are  based , in p art, on 
m isunderstand ings abou t the  n a tu re  of social research  and  the  ways in 
w hich its know ledge can affect in stitu tions such as education . In brief, a 
good deal o f m isch ie f has been  c rea ted  by a ‘s im p le ’ m odel for research  
im pact w hich has it tha t social research  g en era tes  facts —  i.e ., defin itive 
‘findings’ or 're su lts ’ —  and  tha t such facts en ab le  users to m ake unfet- 
te red  decisions w hich will im prove social life. To illustra te , som e en th u - 
siasts have th o u g h t that research  on teach ing  can g en era te  defin itive
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dcca<lcs, there has heC'11 a goodly amount of systematic inquiry 
and a flood of studies, reports, and rccom mcndations, yet our 
education system has hy many meas11rcs worsened. [Chester E. 

Finn, Jr. , Chapter 3J 

tvlorcover, these do11bts have been nccompanied hy a downturn in govern
ment suppo.-t for socia~ (am! cd11cational) research acco111paniecl - at least 
in the United Stales and Britain - hy some vitriolic rhetoric. 

What lies behind these negative attitudes towards the usefulness of 
social resean.:h? A :rnrprising range of answers has been proposed for this 
question. Perhaps the simplest answer is that some social (and partict1larly 
ed11cational) research is flabby, weak, poorly conceivecl, cff inappropriate 
for solving social problems [Finn, Chapter 3]. A more sophislic:1tP.d 
answer secs social research as often associatc<l with .social reform efforts 
involving intervention in the p11lilic sector, hence to he an anatlwr11a to 
conservative govcrnrncnls [Thomas D. Cook, Chapter 4]. Furthermorc>, 
advocates and ideologues alr·cady 'know' the proper sol11tions for hurnan 
problems, and for them resenrch is irrelevant, except perhaps to legi timalC' 
predetermined opinions. Other answers arc associated with inherent prnh
lems within social research [ II 11licrt M. Blalock, Jr., Chapter Sl; recent 
attacks upon 'positivism' cllnong social researchers [Cook, C haplr.r 4]; and 
inadequate support for s11staincd social research efforts [Hidiard Shavelso11 
an<l David Berliner, Chapter 7J. And still another is hascd 011 the observa
tion that social researchers and users live in separate worlds that are 
difficult to link [ Henry M. Levin, Chapter GJ. (In brief, the researchers' 
world is slower paced and lends lo he focused 011 the complex details of 
research methods, fi11di11gs, and interpretations. In contrast, the user lives 
in a world of practical clc1nands :-iml conllids - whcrl' decisions m11sl 
often be made quickly, whether or not research has anything lo say ,1ho11l 
the topic.) 

In the final analysis, however, it appears that clol1hts aho11t social 
research are based lll{)l'C on hearsay than reality. Evidence aho1111ds that 
social research has substantial impact, and su mmarics of some of its cffocts 
within education ap1war in many of the css,1ys reprinted in this hook. To 
paraphrase Mark Tw,a in , c urrent rumours r1hout the ineffectiveness of 
social research seem to he irossly exaggerated. Why have such n1mm1rs 
a.ppeare<l, and why are they so widely believed? 

In this essay we argue that s11ch rumours arc based, in part , 011 

misunderstandings about the nature of social re.search and the ways in 
which its knowledge can affect institutions such as ed11cation. In brief, a 
good deal of mischief has hcen created liy a ·simple' model for research 
impact which has ii that social rescarc:11 gcncrnlcs facts - i.e., deflnitivc> 
'findings' 01· 'results' - and !hat such facts pnahlc- users to make 1111fol

tcre<l decisions which will illlprove :social life. To illustrate, so111e entl111-
siasts have thnllght that rPsean:li on leaching ('an g<'rl<)rate ddinitiv<' 
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effects o f applied research  is taken up in g re a te r  detail by D avid K. C ohen 
and M ichael S. G are t [C h ap te r 11] w ho discuss both the  shifting social 
contexts of policy m aking and  som e o f the in h e re n t p rob lem s of applied 
research . T heir a rg u m en t suggests tha t governm en ts fund app lied  stud ies 
assum ing that such stud ies w ill g en e ra te  ”defin itiv e’ know ledge n eed ed  for 
m aking specific decisions, b u t th a t such assum ptions are  unrealistic . In- 
s tead , C ohen and G are t u rge  th a t app lied  research  be co nsidered  a form 
of ‘social d iscourse’ in w hich policy m akers and  researchers in terac t to 
g en era te  po ten tia lly  useful know ledge.

C ohen  and C a re t raise q u estions abou t the  im age o f  app lied  research , 
b u t o th e r au thors have challenged  the  basic ten e ts  of th e  positiv ist m odel. 
As w e learn ed  from Cook [C h ap te r 4], various questions have been  raised 
by social researchers them selves ab o u t the  trad itional im age o f th e ir  craft. 
Som e of these  questions concern  p rob lem s in h e re n t in the  study  of social 
events. F o r exam ple, Blalock [in C h a p te r 5] suggests that, unlike m uch 
research  in the  natu ra l sc iences, social research  is p lagued  by serious 
m easu rem en t p rob lem s, social ev en ts  are  often affected by m any variables 
and ten d  to change rapidly, d e te rm in an ts  of social b ehav iou r may differ 
w hen one goes from contex t to contex t, the  boundaries of social even ts are 
often fuzzy and im precise , and  th e  collection of social da ta  is often expen- 
sive w hich m eans tha t re sea rch ers  are  d e p e n d e n t on governm en ts or o th e r 
pow erful agents for funds or are  forced in to  doing trivial research .

T hese  prob lem s challenge positiv ist social research . If, for exam ple, 
the  d e te rm in an ts  of social b eh av io u r often differ from contex t to context, 
then one  cannot be su re  th a t the  resu lts  from  one survey  0 1 experim ־ ent 
will genera lize  to an o th e r con tex t no t yet s tu d ied . (T echniques found to 
im prove pupil ach ievem en t in a p u b lic  school, for exam ple, may o r may 
not ‘w ork’ in a parochial school.) T his does no t m ean  tha t all social effects 
are con tex t-bound . Som e m ay be  sharp ly  b o und  w hile o thers may general- 
ize w idely, bu t w e will not know  w hich effects will and  will not generalize  
until w e have s tu d ied  them  in various contexts. In fairness, thoughtful 
positivists, such as K erlinger, a re  co n cern ed  about this challenge. But too 
often social researchers and  policy advisors w rite  as if they  believe  tha t the 
results of a single study  will g en era lize  indefin itely , across space and  tim e.

T he challenges posed by Blalock are  serious, b u t th e re  are  w orse. As 
Cook suggests [C h ap te r 4], som e positiv ists ap p ear to assum e tha t the 
findings o f social research  speak  for them selves, bu t this is nonsense. 
Em pirical findings n ev e r stan d  alone b u t a re  always em b ed d ed  w ith in  an 
in te rp re tiv e  context (or ‘p a rad ig m ’) w hich m akes assum ptions abou t con- 
cepts, opera tions, and analy tic  tools. This issue is also con ten tious for the 
physical sciences (see K uhn, 1962) b u t is w rit large in social research 
w here  value com m itm en ts seem  inev itab ly  to in tru d e  in the  decisions of 
the re sea rch er o r patron  w ho funds the  research . T he w ise social re- 
searcher acknow ledges th ese  com m itm en ts  and plans activities to m ini- 
m ize th e ir  effects. But u n fo rtu n a te ly , as Selleck rem inds 1 1s [in C h ap te r
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effects of applied research is taken 11p in greater d etai l hy David K. Cohen 
and Michael S. Caret [Chapter 11] who disc uss both the shifting social 
contexts of policy making and some of the inherent prnhlcms of applied 
research. Their argument suggests that governments fund applied studies 
assuming that rnch studies will generate 'definitive' knowledge needed for 
making spccilk decisions, hut that such assumptions are unrealistic. In
stend, Cohen and Carel urge that applied research he considered a form 
of 'social discourse' in which policy makers and researchers interact to 
generate potentially useful knowledge. 

Cohen and Caret raise questions about the image of applied research, 
hut other authors have challenged the basic tenets of the positivist model. 
As we learnc<l from Cook [Chapter 4]. various questions have heen raised 
by social researchers themselves about the traditional image of their craft. 
Some of these questions concern problems inhc-ren t in the study of social 
events. For example, Blalock [in Chapter 5] suggests that, unlike much 
research in lhe rn1tural sciences, SCJcial research is plagued by serious 
measurement problems, social events are often affected hy many variables 
ancl tend to change rapidly, determinants of social behaviour may diffor 
when one goes from context to context, the boundaries of social even ts are 
often fuzzy an<l imprecise, and the collection of sod:tl data is often expen 
sive which means that r·escarchers are dependent on governments or other 
powe rful agents for funds or are forced into doing trivial research. 

These problems challenge positivist social research. If, for example, 
the determinants of .social behaviour ofte n differ from context to context, 
then one cannot he sure that the results from one survey or experime nt 
will generalize lo another context not yet studied. (Techniqu es found to 
i111prnvc pupil achievement in a public school, for example, may or may 
not ·work' in a parochial school.) This does not mean that all social effects 
arc context-hound . Some may he sharply bound wl1ilc others mny general
ize widely, hut we will not know which cffC'cls \viii and will not genernli7.e 
until we have studied them in various contexts. In fairness, tho11glitf11I 
positivists, such as Kerlinger, are concerned about this challenge. But too 
often social researchers and policy advisors write as if they believe that the 
results of a single stu<ly will generalize indefiHilely, across space and lime. 

The challenges posed by Blalock arc serious, but there are worse. As 
Cook suggests [Chapter 4], some positivists appear to assume that the 
findings of social research speak for themselves, but tliis is nonsense. 
Empirical r.11dings never stand alone but are always cmhedded within an 
interpretive context (or 'paradigm') which makes assumptions aho11t con
cepts, operations, and analytic tools. This issue is also contentious for the 
physical sciences (see Kuhn, 1962) hut is writ large in social research 
where value commitments seem inevitahly to intrude in the decisions of 
the rcsearc-hcr or patron who funds the respnrc-11. The wise social rr.
scarcl1cr adrnowledges these commilmcnts and plans activities tn 11~ini
mizc tlH'ir rfTr.d.s. But 1111fo1·t1111nt<•ly, as Srllr<'l< n·mi11cls w; fin Chaptrr 
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K erlinger also makes (lie point that social research  leads to theoretical 
know ledge, and even though its theore tica l insights are  never u ltim ately  
‘p ro v en ’, the  basic purpose for conducting  research  is to gain those in- 
sights. Like m ost positivists, K erlinger also argues that social research  
‘te s ts ’ b u t does not g en e ra te ’ theory , thus stressin g  deductive  ra th e r  than 
inductive  reasoning. T hese argum en ts m ay be  traced  to the  influence of 
key figures in the history of philosophy, no tab ly  the  Logical Positivists and 
Karl P opper, b u t they leave open  questions abou t w h ere  theories com e 
from and they  are  discovered (which does no t m ean tha t q u an tita tive  
research  on scientific discovery is im possib le  to conduct, see Langley, 
S im on, Bradshaw , and  Zytkow, ]987).

In  addition , K erlinger argues for a d istinc tion  that is now w idely used 
am ong social researchers —  that b e tw een  basic  and applied  research . 1 1 1  
g en era l, basic research  is though t to be d riven  by theory , to reflect the 
questio n s o f researchers, and to g en era te  ‘conclusions’, w hereas applied  
research  starts  w ith practical concerns, reflects the  needs of know ledge 
users, and  gen era tes  ‘decisions’. W e have som e reservations about the 
d ep th  o f this distinction (see A nderson , 1987), b u t it lias been  around for 
at least 50 years [see C h ap te r 1] and  also ap p ears  in the  natural sciences 
w h ere  basic and app lied  research  are  often reg ard ed  as be in g  fun- 
d am en ta lly  d ifferent. M oreover, funding  p ro ced u re s  for basic and applied  
research  are  often assigned to d ifferen t g o v ern m en ta l agencies, w ith pro- 
fe ren ce  going to the la tte r because early  pay-off seem s m ore likely.

G iven this d istinction , it is reasonab le  to  exam ine both basic and 
ap p lied  research  as m odels for the genera tio n  o f  useful know ledge. T he 
case for basic research  is m ade by J.W . G etze ls  [C h ap te r 9] w ho argues 
tha t p ractical know ledge u ltim ately  devolves from theoretical insights 
w hich a re  b est g en era ted  by basic investigations. G etzels also provides 
exam ples of basic research  im pact in education  and suggests that such 
im pact stem s not only from the  g enera tion  o f em pirical inform ation 
th rough  research  b u t also from the  concep ts, explanations, o r ways of 
th ink ing  (‘parad igm s’) about social ev en ts  w hich basic social research  
evolves. In d eed , if we take G etzels seriously, basic research  probably  has 
m ore  p o ten tia l for influencing education  than app lied  research  —  although 
it m ay not be focused on specific questio n s tha t g o v ernm en ts or educators 
w an t answ ered  in the  n ea r fu ture .

In  con trast, the case for ap p lied  research  is m ade by Jam es S. Cole- 
m an [C h ap te r 10] w ho argues tha t, w hereas basic stud ies are  largely 
d e sig n ed  to gen era te  journal publica tions for th e  re search er, applied  stu- 
dies are  m ore often focused 0 1 1  issues re lev an t to  p o ten tia l users. Colem an 
also describes applied  stud ies w hich have affected  education  although he 
observes that those effects w ere  no t always th e  ones in ten d ed  by the 
re sea rch ers  and those w ho funded  th e  research . In fact, Colem an w onders 
w hy so m uch applied  research  is “not used by those  in positions of policy, 
b u t [is] left lo g a th e r dust on a sh e lf.’’ This com plain t about the actual
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Kerlinger also makes the point that social rcscarcli le,1ds lo tluiorclicol 
knowledge, and even though its theoretical insights arc never ultimat('ly 
'proven', the hasic purpose for conduc:ti11g research is to gain those i11• 
sights . Like most positivists, Kcrlinger also arµ;ues tlwt social rescan.:h 
' tests' hut docs not generate' theory, thus str{'ssing deductive rather than 
inductive reasoning. These arguments may he traced to the i11fl11encc of 
key figures in the history of philosophy, notably the Logical Positivists and 
Karl Popper, hut they leave open questions al>out where theories co111c 

from ,md they are discovNcd (which does not mean that q11anlitativc> 
research on scientific discovery is impossil,k· to co11d11ct, see Langley. 

Simon, Rradshaw, and Zytkow, J 987). 
In addition, Kcrlinger argues for a distinction th;1t is now wide l)1 11scd 

among social rescar<"liers - that between /}(lsic and applied n·sc,trch. 111 
general, basic research is thought to be driven b y theory, to reflect the 
questions of researchers, and to genC'rate 'concl11sio11s', whereas applied 
research slart.s with practical concerns, reflects the needs of knowledge 
users, and generates 'decisions'. We have sonH· rcserv;1t ions about tlw 
depth of this distinction (sec Anderson, IH87), hut it has bcC'n around for 
at least 50 years [sec Chapter 11 and also appears in the natural sciences 
where basic and applied rc·s<•arch arc often rc~anlcd c\S being fttn · 
damentally difft'tTnt. Moreover, funding procedures for basic and appli('cl 
research arP oftC'n assigned to diff~rcnt governmental agencies, with pn•• 
fercncc going to the latter because <•arly pay.oil sr.ems more likely. 

Given this distinction , it is reasonable to cx:1111inc both basic ancl 
applied research as modf'ls for the generation of use ful knowl<'dgc. Th<· 
case for basic re.c;eard1 is made by J. W. G<1lzels [Chapter D] who argues 
that practical knowledge ultimately devolves from tlworetical i11siglils 
which are best generated hy basic invest igations. Celzcls also provicll's 
examples of hasic rcseard1 impact in education and suggests that s11ch 
impact stems not only fro111 I lie genera l icm of c111pi ri('al i11for111alio11 
through rc>sc~arc:h hut also lro111 lhc eo1H:<'pts, expla11atio11s, or ways of 
thinking ('paradigrns') abo11l social events which liasic social rcsear<'h 
evolves. lndcecl. if we tak<" Cc-tzcls SPriously, basic rc>scarch probably has 
more potential for i11f111c11c:ing c•ducation than applied rcscan:h - although 
it may not be focused 011 specific questions that govern111c11ts or ccluc:1tors 
want answered in llw 11ear fut urc. 

In contrnst, the c.:as<> for applied research is lllade hy James S. Cole
man [Chapter lOJ who argues that, w hC'reas lmsic studies arc largely 
designed to gcnernte journal publications for the researcher, npplicd sl11· 
dies arc more often focused on issues relevant to potential users. Col<'111a11 
also describes appl ied studies which have> affected education although he 
observes that those effects were not always the ones intended liy the 
researchers and those who f1mdecl the rf'searcl1. l11 fact, Coleman wond ('l's 

,vhy so m11C'h appli<'d rescard1 is "not used hy those in positions of poli<"y, 
but [is} left lo gather dust 011 a shelf. .. This complaint aho11t th<' aC'lual 



of positivism  can be  q u ite  insensitive to tiie p rob lem s in h e re n t in th e ir 
m odels and oblivious of th e  advantages of a lte rnative  m odels. W e do not 
choose to take sides in this deb a te . In stead , w e suggest tha t th e re  are 
leg itim ate cases to be m ade for various and d iverse  s tra teg ies for social 
research w hich will d e p e n d  on o n e ’s purposes. A lternative m ethods shine 
w hen they  g en era te  insigh ts abou t the  dynam ics of social contexts w ith 
w hich w e w ere  no t fam iliar. Positivistic research  sparkles w hen  it tests 
crisp theories w ith  persu asiv e  em pirical ev idence. No one approach  has an 
exclusive m andate  for g en e ra tin g  know ledge tha t e ith e r satisfies hum an 
curiosity  or is useful for those w hose jo b  is to ge t things d one  as effectively 
as possible.

How then is one  to conceive th e  know ledge types that social research  
genera tes?  A nsw ers to this questio n  should  reflect several ideas from 
the above paragraphs. F o r one, re sea rch -g en era ted  know ledge consists of 
insights that a re  co m m u n ica ted  w ith sym bols and are  always laid w ith in  an 
in te rp re tiv e  context. This does not m ean  that such insights are  spun out of 
thin air. 0 1 1  the  contrary , good social research  also provides ev id en ce  for 
its insights, b u t its findings only have m ean ing  w hen  they  a re  in te rp re te d  
w ithin a theore tica l parad igm  w ith w hich w e a re  fam iliar. F o r ano ther, 
various forms of social research  g en era te  d ifferen t types of know ledge, and 
one should recognize th e se  various types and  th e ir  po ten tia l con tribu tions. 
And for a th ird , one  shou ld  also recognize that the  insigh ts g en e ra ted  
through social research  are  fragm entary  im ages, seen th ro u g h  a glass 
darkly, o f an indefin ite ly  com plex reality.

Such observations suggest tha t social research  can g e n e ra te  several 
types of know ledge e le m e n ts . A m ong o thers, th ese  inc lude: technical 
concepts  d en o ting  social even ts ; propositions  about even ts and  th e ir  rela- 
tions; and explanations  for social processes. To illustra te , re c e n t research  
on teaching  and its effects has g enera ted :

Technical concepts  for d esc rib in g  classroom  teach ing  —  such  as 
K ounin’s (1970) co ncep ts of “ M o m en tu m ”, “W ith itn ess” , “G roup  
A lerting  ”, and  o th e rs  d e n o tin g  aspects o f classroom  m anagem en t.

Propositions ab o u t re la tions b e tw een  teach ing  stra teg ies and  pupil 
outcom es —  such as those  sum m arized  by Slavin (1987) for th e  effects 
of ability g roup ing  in A m erican public , p rim ary  schools. In brief: 
self-contained classes g ro u p ed  by overall ability have few  effects; bu t 
ability groups for specific sub jec ts  (particu larly  g roups tha t cross 
grade levels) can increase  p u p ils’ ach ievem ents.

Explanations  for o bservab le  effects in classroom s —  such as those of 
B rophy and G ood (1974) for “T h e  Pygm alion E ffect’’ w hich deno tes 
in ad v erten t ten d en c ie s  am ong som e teachers to trea t pup ils  d ifferen t- 
ly d ep en d in g  0 1 1  w h e th e r  they  th ink  those pupils are  ‘b rig h t’ or ‘d u ll’ 
[see C h ap te r  23]. As B rophy and G ood no te , this effect is a p roduct
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of pos itivism C'an he quite insensitive to the prohle ms inherent in their 
rnodcls a11d oblivious of the advantages of alternative models:. We clo not 
c-hoosc lo t:,kc sides in this debate. Instead, we suggest that there arc 
legitimate> cases to be made for various and diverse strategies for social 
research which will depend on one's purposes. Alternative methods shine 
when they generate insights about the dynamics of social contexts with 
which we were not familiar. Posilivistic research sparkles when it tests 
crisp theories with persuasive empirical evidence. N{) one approach has an 
exclusive mamlatc for generating knowledge that either satisfies human 
curiosity or is useful for those whose job is to get things <lone as effectively 
as possible. 

I low the n is one to conceive the knowledge types that social rcsec1rch 
generates? Answers to this question sho11lcl reflect several ideas from 
the above paragraphs. For one, rcsearch-~enerated knowledge consists of 
insights that are cornmunic.lted with symbols and arc always laid within an 
interpretive conl<'xt. This docs not mean that such insights are spun out of 
thin air. On the contrary, good social research also provides evidence for 
its insights, hut its findings only have meaning when they are interpreted 
within a theoretical paradigm with which we are familiar. For another, 
various forms of social research generate different types of knowledge, and 
one should recognize these various types and their potential contributions. 
And for a third, one should also recognize that the insights gencratc<l 
through social rcscnrcl1 are fragmentary images, seen through a glass 
darkly, of an indefinitely complex reality. 

Such obscrval ions suggest that social rf"search can generate several 
types of knowledge clements. Among others, these inclucle: technical 
co11ce7>ts denoting social events; pro77ositiu11s about events and their rela
tions: and e:q,lrrnatio11s for social processes. To illustrate, recent research 
on teaching and its effects has generated: 

Teclmical co11ce77ts for describing classroom teaching - such as 
Kounin 's (1970) concepts of "Momentum", "vVithitness", "Group 
Alerting·, ancl others denoting aspects of classroom nrnnngement. 

l'm1)ositicms about relations between teaching strategies and pupil 
outcomes - such ns those summarized by Slavin (1987) for the effects 
of ability grouping in American public, primary schools. In hrie f: 
self-contained classes grouped by overall ability have few effects; but 
ability groups for specific subjects (particularly groups that cross 
grade levels) ca11 increase pupils' achievements. 

E,.pfn11atim1s for observable eff ccts in classrooms - such as those of 
Brophy and Good (H-)74) for "The Pygmalion Effect'' which denotes 
inadvertc>11t tC'nclcncics among some teachers to treat pupils different
ly cl<'Jwndin~ on whether they think those pupils arc 'bright' or 'd ull' 
[s<'c Chapter 211. As Brophy and Good notP-, this e.fTPct i.~ a product 



B ruce  J . Biddle and  Don S . A nderson

25], a lot of w ell-in tentioned social research  reflects value com m itm en ts 
th a t seem  not to be recognized by th e  researcher.

O th e r critics po in t out that w hen  social research  involves collecting 
da ta  from  sen tien t beings, the  research  act becom es a form o f social 
in terac tion . To the ex ten t that this occurs, the  re sea rch er canno t be  the  
‘ob jec tiv e ’ scientist portrayed  in positivist m odels. O th ers  have suggested  
th a t social processes involve in te rac tin g  and evolving parts, and for such 
processes the sim ple concept of A causing B is inapp rop ria te . Again, the 
ten d en cy  of positivists to study  variables in isolation from one a n o th e r 
leads som e critics to observe that th e  re sea rch er m isses im portan t even ts 
o r fails to perceive the ou tline  of the  forest. And the s trong  insistence on 
d ed u c tiv e  logic in positivist w ritings is ana them a to som e critics w ho view  
th e  p ro p e r  task of social research  to be  the discovery of inductive  insight.

T h en  th ere  is the  prob lem  posed  by the fact that the  objects o f study  
in  th e  social sciences are  self-aw are hum an  beings w ho, d esp ite  all con- 
stra in ts , con tinue to m ake th e ir  own choices. K enneth  J. G ergen  [C h ap te r 
12] argues that w hen know ledge abou t social ev en ts  is p rom ulgated , 
aw areness of tha t know ledge may change those even ts in the  fu tu re . (To 
illu stra te , the  m ere act o f a le rting  teachers to th e ir  observab le  classroom  
behav iours may cause those behav iou rs to  change —  see G ood and  Brophy, 
1974.) G ergen  also discusses th e  fact that m any social effects are  laid in a 
tem p o ra l context and tha t those effects ten d  to change unp red ic tab ly  over 
tim e. H e proposes an a lte rn a tiv e  m odel w hich conceives social research  as 
an activ ity  that genera tes only insights about con tem porary  social history. 
T his does not m ean tha t social research  is useless, of course. A snapshot, 
d iary , o r  analysis of c u rren t affairs is c learly  p referab le  to total ignorance, 
b u t th e se  m echanism s lack the  panache  that we norm ally associate w ith 
re sea rch .

G e rg e n ’s vision of social research  as an activity  bound  by h istory  is 
no t th e  only a lternative  to positiv ist m odels. O th e rs  are  sum m arized  in a 
m odel offered by Egon G. C u b a  and Yvonna S. L incoln [C h ap te r 13]. 
T h e  G uba-L incoln  m odel, called  “C onstru c tiv is t In q u iry  ”, s tresses the  
p ro b lem atic  charac ter of social research , the  n eed  for close contact 
b e tw e e n  researchers and  th e ir  sub jec ts , th e  in te rd e p e n d e n ce  of social 
ev id en ce  and values, qua lita tive  p ro ced u res  w hich do not d ep en d  on 
form al m easu rem en t and  sta tistical m an ipu lations, and the  inductive  dis- 
covery  o f insights w hich m ay or m ay not genera lize  to contexts not 
s tu d ied . Such a m odel may be used  for p o rtray ing  th e  tech n iq u es of 
e th n o g rap h ic  research  such as p a rtic ip an t observation  and exploratory  
in te rv iew ing  [see C h a p te r  15], case-stud ies [C h ap te r  19], and  som e types 
of evaluation  research  [C h ap te r  23].

T hose w ho advance a lte rn a tiv e  m odels for social research  (particularly  
advocates o f qualita tive  m ethods) som etim es feel tha t they  are  an em - 
b a ttle d  m inority  and, not u n like  m inorities  th ro u g h o u t the  ages, can be 
p re tty  aggressive in d efen d in g  th e ir  position . At the  sam e tim e su p p o rte rs
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25], a lot of well-intenlioncJ social research reflects v:-iluc c·o111mil111ents 
that seem not to be recognized by the researcher. 

Other critics point out that when social research involves collcding 
data from sentient beings, the research ad becomes a form of soda! 
interaction. To the extent that this occurs, the rcsearchc>r cannot be the 
'objective' scientist porlrnyed in positivist models. Others have> suggested 
that social processes invoive interacting and evolving parts, and for such 
processes the simple concept of A causing 13 is inappropriate. Again, the 
tendency of positivists to study variables in isolation from one another 
lea<ls some critics to observe that the researcher misses in1portant events 
or fails to perceive the outline 1>f the forest. Ami the strong insistence on 
deductive logic in pos itivist writings is anathema to some critics who view 
the proper task of social research to he the discovery of inductive insight . 

Then there is the problem posed hy tlie fad that the ohjeds of study 
in the social sciences are self-aware human be ings who, despite ail con

straints, continue to make their ow11 choices. Kenneth J. Gergen [ChaptPr 
12J argues that when knowledge about social cv{'nls is promulgatc-d. 
awareness of that knowledge 111ay change those events in the fut11rc . (To 
illustrate, the mere act of alerting tea<:hcrs to their ohsrrvahlc classroom 
behaviours may cause tlwsP hc havio11rs to drnnge - see Good and 13ropliy, 
1974.) Gergen also discusses the fact that many social effects arc h1id in a 
temporal context and that tfiosc effects tend to change 11npn·dictably over 
time. H e proposes ;rn alternative model wliieh conceives soda! research as 
an act ivity fhat generatc>s only insights alm11l contem porary social history. 
This does not mean that social resPard1 is useless, of course. A sn:1psl10t, 
diary, or analysis of c111-rent affairs is clearly prefe rable to total ignoranC(', 
but these mechanisms lack the panache that we normally associate with 
research. 

Gergen's vision of social research as an activity hound hy history is 
not the only alternative to positivist models. Others art• s11rn111arized in a 
mo<lel offered hy E~on C. Cuba and Yvonna S. Lincoln [Chapter 13]. 
The Guba-Lincoln model, called "Constructivist lnq11iry", stresses tlw 
problematic character of .soc:ial rC::search. the need for close co11la<:t 
between researchers and tlwir subjects, the i11tcrdepcll(lcll(:C of social 
evidence and values, qualitative procedures which do not d(>pencl 011 

formal measurement and stalislil'al manipulalio11.s, and the inductive dis 
covery of insights which 111ay or may not gcncrn)i7,c to contexts not 
studied. Such a model rnay be 11.sed for portraying the tPch11iqt1c!S of 
ethnographic research such as participant ohs('rvation and exploratory 
interviewing [sec Chapter 151, case-st11clics [Chapter 19], and some typc·s 
of evaluation research l Chapter 23]. 

Those who advance allC'rnaliv<> models for social research (particularly 
advocates of q11alit:1tive nwlhods) sometimes ft·cl that thf'y an" an <'111-
hattle<l minority and, not unlike minorities lhroughout the ag(•s, can hp 
pretty aggr~.'isiv(' in dcfc-nding tlwir position . At the same time s11pportcrs 



Social Research a n d  E ducational Change

com plex n a tu re  o f social research  im pact, and  w e tu rn  next to this 
lite ra tu re .

A conven ien t sta rting  p o in t is th e  ‘s im p le ’ im pact m odel discussed 
earlier. As was no ted , en thusiasm  for the  ‘s im p le ’ m odel seem s to be 
endem ic , and  exam ples w hich po rtray  re sea rch  im pact w ith in  education in 
‘sim p le’ te rm s ap p ear in C h ap te rs  17 and  23. 111 effect, the  ‘sim p le’ m odel 
assum es tha t th e  u se r is given tim ely  access to research  know ledge which 
m ay be app lied  in d ep en d en tly  of th e  con tex t in w hich know ledge should 
be  in te rp re te d . M oreover, it assum es tha t th e  u se r  is an isolated actor, 
ab le to reach  a decision  based  only 0 1 1  im plications o f research  know ledge, 
and  im plies tha t the  decision m ade will advantage everyone  concerned .

F o rtu n a te ly , a lte rna tive  m odels for conceiv ing  the  im pact o f social 
research  have ap p ea red , and som e of th e se  m ay b e  found in an essay by 
C arol W eiss [C h ap te r 14]. A fter describ in g  tw o versions o f th e  ‘sim p le’ 
m odel, W eiss suggests five o th e r  ways for conceiving social research  
im pact: in in teractive  te rm s, as political activ ity , in tactical te rm s, as a 
form  o f en lig h ten m en t, and  as p a rt o f th e  in te llec tua l e n te 1~prise of the  
society. O th e r  useful discussions and a lte rn a tiv e  m odels may be  found in 
B u h n er (1982), H e lle r  (1986), I lu se n  (1988), L indblom  and  C ohen (1979), 
and Shavelson (1988).

Useful s tud ies of research  know ledge im pact have also ap p eared , and 
w e have in c lu d ed  rep o rts  from  two o f th ese  in th e  p re se n t volum e. In the 
first, C arol W eiss [C h ap te r 15] discusses findings from h e r  study  of 
research  know ledge use am ong m enta l hea lth  adm in istra to rs in the  U nited  
S tates. T he selec tion  d iscusses those ad m in is tra to rs’ answ ers to questions 
abou t w h e th e r th ey  had used  social research  know ledge and  w h e th e r they 
sought out that know ledge w hen  m aking decisions. R esponses ind icated  
that im pact re su lted  m ore  often from “acc re tio n ” than  from a single telling 
study. R esponden ts w ere  freq u en tly  found to b e  fam iliar w ith aspects of 
social research  know ledge b u t had  difficulty associating tha t know ledge 
w ith  any p a rticu la r stud ies. A nd research  know ledge was found to have 
m any types o f effects on re sp o n d e n ts ’ decisions.

In th e  second rep o rt, N athan  C aplan [C h ap te r 16] d iscusses his 
research  w ith h igh-level federal b u reau cra ts  in W ashington . T hese  federal 
officials w ere  asked to v o lu n tee r instances in w hich they  had used  social 
research  know ledge for m aking decisions. C aplan  found that m any respon- 
den ts  rep o rted  fam iliarity w ith  social research  know ledge, b u t w h e th e r 
that know ledge was o r was not used  d e p e n d e d  on personal characteristics 
of re sp o n d en ts , th e  contexts o f decision m aking, and  m echanism s th rough 
w hich resp o n d en ts  w ere  linked to research  know ledge. T hese  two stud ies 
suggest that only rare ly  will the  findings o f a pa rticu la r study  lead to crisp, 
unam biguous policy decisions.

T he  rep o rts  o f W eiss and  C aplan w ere  not ab o u t education  particular- 
ly, and system atic  s tud ies o f research  im pact in education  are hard to find. 
But lack o f ev idence  has not in h ib ited  discussion o f this topic, and several
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complex nature of social research impact, and we turn next to this 
literature. 

A convenient starting point i.s the 'simple' impact model discussed 
earlier. As was noted, enthusiasm for the 'simple' model seems to be 
endemic, and examples which portray research impact within education in 
'simple' terms appear in Chapters 17 and 23. In effect, the 'simple' model 
assumes that the user is given timely access to research knowledge which 
may be applied independently of the context in which knowledge should 
be interpreted. Moreover, it assumes that the user is an isolated actor, 
ahle to rcad1 a decision based o nly on impHcations of research knowledge, 
.incl implies that the decision made will advantage eveTyone concerned. 

Fortunately, alternative models for conceiving the impact of social 
research have appeared, and some of these may be found in an essay by 
Carol Weiss [Chapter 14]. After describing two versions of the 'simple' 
model, Weiss suggests five other ways for conceiving social research 
impact: in i11te1·active terms, as political activity, in tactical terms, as a 
form of e11lightenment, and as part of the intellectual e11te171rise of the 
society. Other useful discussions and alternative moclels may be found in 
Bulmer (1982), IIeller (1986), Ilusen (1988), Lindhlom and Cohen (1979), 
and Shavel:'ion (1988). 

Usefu l studies of research knowledge impact hnve also appeared, an<l 
we have inclucle<l reports from two of these in the present volume. In the 
first, Carol Weiss [Chapter 15J discusses findings from her study of 
research knowledge use among mental health administrators in the Unitc<l 
States. The selection discusses those administrators' answers to questions 
about whethe r they had used social research knowledge and whether they 
sought out that knowledge when maki11g decisions. Responses indicated 
that impact resulted more often from "accretion" than from a single telling 
study. Respondents were frequently found to be familiar with aspects of 
social research knowledge but ha<l difficulty associating that knowledge 
with any particular studies. And research knowledge was found to have 
many types of effects on respondents' decisions. 

In the second report, Nathan Caplan [Chapter 16] discusses his 
research with high-level federal bureaucrats in Washington. These federal 
officials were asked to volunteer instances in which they had used social 
research knowledge for making decisions. Cnplan found that many respon
dents reported familiarity with social research knowledge, but whether 
that knowledge was or was not used depended on personal characteristics 
of respondent~. the contexts of dec.:isiun making, and mechanisms through 
which respondents were linked to research knowledge. These two studies 
suggest that only rarely will the fincli11gs of a particular study lead to crisp, 
unam higuo11s policy decisions. 

The rr.ports of vVciss ancl Caplan were not ahout education part ic11lar
ly, and systematic studies of research impact in ('cl11cntion are hard to find. 
nut lack of evide1H'P. has not inhibited di.';cussion of this topic, and ~eve.ml 
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o f unaw areness on the  p art of teachers and  can be co u n te red  by 
prom oting analytic understan d in g  and a p roactive  teach ing  style.

Since concepts, propositions, and  explanations a re  th e  b u ild ing  blocks of 
theory, it w ould also be co rrect to say (with K erlinger) tha t social research  
generates theory. M oreover, it is useful to sta te  th a t research  gen era tes  
theory  because this term  rem inds us of the  ten ta tiv e  n a tu re  of social 
research know ledge, helps us to avoid the ‘fact assum ption  o f the  sim ple 
im pact m odel, and suggests tha t m ost research  im pact com es about be- 
cause users becom e aw are of theories g en era ted  th rough  social research .

B ut, w ith all respect to K erlinger, social research  also g en era tes  o th e r 
know ledge e lem en ts  in addition  to theory . T hese  in c lude  the  designs and  
strategies  th rough  w hich social research  is co n d u c ted , th e  tools  w ith  w hich 
social even ts are  m easu red , and  the  evidence  g e n e ra te d  abou t social 
even ts and th e ir  re la tions. T hese  la tte r e lem en ts  are  norm ally  used  to 
sup p o rt theore tica l claim s in rep o rts  o f social research . (Thus, those who 
rep o rt e thnograph ic  research  usually prov ide details abou t th e ir  research  
contexts, p ro ced u res , and  ev idence  for the  d iscoveries they  have m ade, 
and those w ho w rite  abou t experim en ts explain the  design  of th e ir  stud ies, 
the  m easu ring  in s tru m en ts  they  used, and th e  sta tistical significance of 
th e ir  resu lts .) But occasionally these  la tte r know ledge e lem en ts  are strip- 
ped  away from the  th eo ries  w ith w hich they  w ere  originally  associated and 
can have an im pact of th e ir  own. To illustra te , IQ  tests —  a research  tool 
—  w ere  originally  deve loped  by Alfred B inet for a lim ited  p u rp o se  but 
have since b een  used for o th e r tasks tha t w ould  p robab ly  have su rp rised  
and d ism ayed  th e ir  in v en to r [see C h ap te r 22],

Various form s o f research  are  associated w ith  th e  p roduction  of dif- 
fe ren t types o f know ledge e lem en ts. E th n o g rap h ic  research  can g en era te  
new  concepts abou t teach er behaviours in classroom s; su rveys can gener- 
ate propositions abou t ev en ts  w ith  w hich teach e r behav iou rs are  asso- 
cia ted ; ex p erim en ts  can lest the  validity  of explanations for effects of 
teaching. M oreover, each type of know ledge e le m e n t can po ten tia lly  affect 
users. N ew  concepts abou t teaching  can enab le  an educa to r, for exam ple, 
to th ink  about p o ten tia l prob lem s; new  propositions ab o u t teach ing  can 
suggest ways to solve prob lem s; new  explanations for th e  effects of 
teaching  can suggest w hy one solution is m ore  likely to w ork than ano ther.

T he research  p ic tu re , th en , is p a in ted  from  a m any-coloured  pale tte . 
Social research  should  be th ough t of as an e n te rp r ise  w hich p roduces 
num ero u s types o f  know ledge. M oreover, th e se  know ledge types may 
have m any uses for educato rs, d ep en d in g  on th e ir  purposes.

K now ledge G en e ra tio n  and  K now ledge Im pac t

T he  fact tha t research  know ledge can influence p rac tice  does not m ean 
that it has sim p le  effects. M any au thors have b een  in trigued  by the
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of 1111aware:'11css on the part of teachers and ca11 be cmrntercd l,y 
promoting analytic understanding and a proactive teachiug style. 

Since concepts, propositions, and explanatio11s: arc the building blocks of 
theory, it would also be correct to say (with Kcrlingcr) that social researc h 
generates theory. Moreover, it is useful to state that resenrch generates 
theory because this term re minds us of the tentative nnture of soda! 
research knowledge, he lps us to avoid the 'fact assumption of the simple 
impact model, and suggests that most rr1se.arch impact comes about be
cause users become aware of theories generate<l through social research . 

Ilut, with a11 respect to Kcrlinge r, social re searc h also generates other 
knowledge elements in addition to theory. These incl ude the desig11s a11d 
strategies through which social research is conducted, the tools with which 
social events are m easured, and the evidence generated ahout social 
events and their rebUons. These latter clcme11ts are nonnally used to 
support theoretical claims in reports of social research. (Thus, those who 
repor t ethnographic research usually provide details about their research 
contexts, procedures, and evide nce for the discoveries they have made , 
and those who write aboul expe riments explain the design of their studies, 
the measuring instruments they used, and the statislical significance of 
their results .) But occa~ionally these latter knowledge e leme nts arc strip
ped away from the theories with which they were originally associated and 
can have an impnct of their own. To ill11stral e, IQ tests - a research tool 
- were originally dev<'lop<'cl hy Alfred Binet for a limite d purpose hut 
have since hPe11 us<'d for other tasks that would probably have surprised 
and dismayed the ir inve ntor [sec Chapter 22]. 

Various forms of research arc associated with the production of dif
ferent types of knowledge ele m e nts. Ethnographic research can generate 
new concepts about teache r behaviours in classrnoms; surveys can gener
ate propositions ;ibout events with whic h teadl<'r behaviours arc asso
ciated; experiments can test the validity of explanations for effec ts of' 
teaching. Morcovpr, each type of knowledge c lernen t can pote ntially alfoct 
users. New concc> pls about teaching can enable an cd11calor, for example, 
to think about pote ntial problems; new propositions ahout tcachin~ can 
suggest ways to solve problems; new expbnatio11s for the effects of 
teaching can suggest wl1y one solutim1 is more likely to work than another. 

The research picture, then, is painted from a many-coloure d palette . 
Social research should be thought of as an enterprise which procluccs 
numerous types of k11owlcclµ;c . Moreover, these k11owlcdgc typ es may 
have many use s for eel ucators, d epending on the ir purposes. 

Knowledge Gcncrntion and Knowledge Imp.tel 

The fact that research knowledge c:rn i11ll11ence pract ice docs not 111ca11 

that it has simple C'flccts. r-.t:iny authors hav<' h<'cn inlrig11<'cl hy tlH' 
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the  user in deb ased  form s. S om etim es the  u se r may know  tha t a concept 
or proposition  was g en e ra ted  th rough  researcli bu t may no t understan d  
the theoretical con tex t or lim ited  em pirical sup p o rt associated w ith that 
e lem en t. O n o th e r  occasions, th e  u se r may learn  about a 'good idea’ bu t 
not know  that th e  idea was g e n e ra te d  through research . And som etim es 
the u se r may assum e tha t an innovative notion was re search -g en era ted , 
bu t no associated research  has ye t b een  rep o rted  or, w orse, available 
research  know ledge ten d s to co n trad ic t the  usefulness o f tha t innovation. 
All o f w hich says th a t inform al d ispersal o f social research  know ledge is 
dicey.

T he  d isadvantages of inform al kno w led g e’dispersal a re  w idely  under- 
stood, and m any su p p o rt agencies now  take form al actions to d issem inate  
the  social research  know ledge th ey  have funded. S om etim es those actions 
involve m edia ‘e v e n ts ’, som etim es th ey  involve p ub lish ing  and  d istrib u t- 
ing reports  o f research , som etim es th ey  involve p resen ta tio n s o f research  
results in sem inars, w orkshops, and  tra in ing  sessions for p o ten tia l users. 
D issem ination  is b ig  b usiness, and  m any su p p o rt agencies spend  large 
portions of th e ir  b u d g e ts  on d issem ination  (ra th er than in fund ing  social 
research). U nderly ing  th e se  efforts seem s to be  the  thesis th a t users will 
benefit if only they  are  p ro v id ed  th e  ‘good new s’ tha t research  has gener- 
ated . M oreover, th is thesis had  a v en erab le  h eritage  in th e  E n lig h ten - 
m ent. (Jam es M adison a rg u ed  tha t “know ledge will fo rever govern 
ignorance, and a p eo p le  w ho m ean  to be  th e ir  own governors m ust arm  
them selves w ith th e  p o w er w hich know ledge g ives.”) U nfortunate ly , the  
thesis, at least in its sim p le  version , is questionab le  —  how  are  users to 
resolve conflicting m essages flooding in from com peting  d issem ination  
efforts? Jack K nott an d  A aron W ildavsky [C h ap te r 18] explore th e  condi- 
tions w hen d issem ination  p ro b ab ly  does and does not w ork and  suggest 
conditions tha t affect d issem ination  and  its im pact.

IIow  else m igh t one  p ro m o te  the  in d irec t linking o f research ers  and 
users in education? W e know  o f several tech n iq u es th a t address this need . 
O ne appears in the  form  of SE T , th e  sem i-annual packet o f se lec ted  
research  resu lts and  review s th a t are w ritten  specifically for educa to rs  and 
policy m akers by officials o f  th e  A ustralian C ouncil for E ducational Re- 
search and the  N ew  Z ealand  C ouncil for E ducational R esearch. S E T  has a 
large subscrip tion  list in th e  two cou n tries  w h ere  it is p re p a re d  and forms 
a m ajor vehicle th ro u g h  w hich p o ten tia l users are  a le rted  to significant 
social research  know ledge.

A second tech n iq u e  is the  em p loym en t o f persons to rev iew  and 
sum m arize research  p e r tin e n t to specific decisions o f in te re s t to policy 
makers. T he concep t o f a ‘know ledge b ro k e r’ or policy analyst is new  in 
W estern  societies, b u t a lready  sufficient dem and  exists for such persons 
that tra in ing  program s have ap p eared . A useful discussion o f  this role may 
be found in T row  (1984).

In addition , re sea rch ers  them selves can assum e active roles w hich
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the user in debasc<l forms. Sometimes the user may know that a concept 
or proposition was generated through research but may not understand 
the theoretical context or limited empirical support associated with that 
e lement. On other occasions, the user may learn about a 'good idea' but 
not know that the idea was generated through research. And sometimes 
the user may assume that an innovative notion was research-generated, 
but no associated research has yet been reported or, worse, available 
research knowledge tends to contradict the usefu)ness of that innovation. 
All of which says that informal dispersal of social research knowledge is 
dicey. 

The disadvantages of informal knowledge ·dispersal are widely under
stood, and many support agencies now take formal actions to disseminate 
the social research knowledge they have funded. Sometimes those actions 
involve media 'events', sometimes they involve publishing an<l distribut
ing reports of research, sometimes they involve presentations of research 
results in seminars, workshops, and training sessions for potential users. 
Dissemination is big business, and many support agencies spend large 
portions of their budgets on dissemination (rather than in funding socfal 
research). Un<lerlying these efforts seems to he the thesis that users will 
benefit if only they arc provided the 'good news' that re.scar-ch has gener
ate<.!. tvforcovcr, this thesis had a ve nerable heritage in the Enlighten
ment. (James M aclison argued that "knowledge wiJI forever govern 
ignorancet and a p eople who mean to be the ir own governors must arm 
themselves with the power which knowledge gives.") Unfortunately, the 
thesis, at least in its simple version, is questionable - how are users to 
resolve conflicting messages flooding in from competing dissemination 
efforts? Jack Knott and Aaron Wildavsky [Chapter 18) explore the condi
tions when dissemination probably does and does not work and suggest 
conditions that affect dissemination and its impact. 

I low else might one promote the indirect linking of researchers and 
users in education? We know of several techniques that address this need. 
One appears in the form of SET, the semi-annual packe t of selected 
research results anti reviews that are written specifically for educators and 
policy makers by officials of the Australfan Council for Educational Re
search and the New Zealand Council for Educational Hesearch. SET has a 
large subscription list in the two countries where it is prepared and forms 
a major vehicle through which potential users are alerted to significant 
social research knowledge. 

A second technique is the employment of pP-rsor1s to review and 
summarize research pertinent to specific decisions of interest to policy 
makers. The concept of a 'knowledge broker' or policy analyst is new in 
Western societies, but already sufficient d emand exists for such persons 
that training programs have appeared. A useful disc.;11ssion of this role may 
be fo11nd in Trow (1981). 

In addition, rr.sP.archers themse.ivPs can ass11mP. ,1ctiv~ rnlPs which 
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stra teg ies have been proposed for im proving research  visage. M ost assum e 
tha t researchers and users inhab it d ifferent cu ltu res  [again see C h a p te r  6] 
and  th e  idea is to im prove linkage b e tw een  the  two dom ains. P erhaps the  
s im p lest strategy is to prom ote  contact be tw een  th e  re sea rch er and  the  
user. A dvantages of this form of connection  are  d iscussed  [in C h ap te r  17] 
by T. N eville Postlethw aite. As P ostle thw aite  po in ts out, w hen  th e  re- 
s e a rc h e r and  user are associated, each is m ore ab le to respond  to th e  
o th e r ’s concerns —  the re sea rch er to questions tha t are o f re levance  to 
th e  u ser; the  user to know ledge p roduced  by the  researcher.

Postle thw aite  also assum es tha t th e  u se r  is a cen tra l adm in is tra to r 
w ho is given responsibility  for m aking educational policy and  tha t, once 
taken , policy decisions will gen era te  consonant action in the schools. This 
m ay w ork in a country  w h ere  contro l over educa tion  is cen tra lized  and 
ad m in istra to rs are in close contact w ith  those who work in schools. I t is 
less rea listic  in larger coun tries w h ere  control over education  is diffuse and  
ad m in istra to rs have little contact w ith  school personnel. M oreover, the  
P ostle th w aite  m odel overlooks the  possib ility  of conflicts of in te re s t am ong 
th e  various parties w ho are co n cern ed  w ith education  and that all parties, 
no t ju s t  pow erful adm in istra to rs, m ight w ish to respond  to research  know - 
ledge . Such possibilities w ere  d iscussed , how ever, by C olem an [in C hap- 
te r  10] who called for w idespread  d issem ination  o f  research  know ledge in 
th e  m ass m edia.

T h is la tte r  suggestion is also a ttrac tive , b u t it is no t w ithout p rob lem s. 
A m ong  o thers, som e researchers have g rea te r  access to the m edia than do 
o th e r  researchers, and m edia  coverage m ay u n d u ly  em phasize  th e  in- 
te re s ts  and  political com m itm ents o f rep o rte rs , th e ir  em ployers, and  o th e r 
pow erfu l in terests . In addition , m ed ia  rep o rts  alm ost inevitably  strip  away 
th e  qualifications, theory , and contex tual details associated w ith social 
re sea rch , so research  know ledge is d ebased . N everthe less, the  mass 
m ed ia  are one of the  m ost freq u en t m eans th rough  w hich research  know- 
led g e  is tran sm itted  to users (see A nderson , 1984). A m ajor study  of th e  
m ed ia  rep o rtage  of social research  was con d u cted  by W eiss and  S inger 
(1988), and  an exam ple o f m edia  use by social researchers appears in 
C h a p te r  24.

H ow  else does research  get to po ten tia l users?  Som e of it perco la tes 
th ro u g h  by w ord of m outh  and  inform al netw orks. S tudies o f such inform al 
p rocesses w ere  at one tim e q u ite  p o p u la r w ith in  ag ricu ltu re  (see, for 
exam ple, O ese r and E m ery , 1958; Rogers, 1983). E d uca to rs, too, have th e ir  
ne tw orks. Som e m eet regularly  at th e  club , or in conventions and  w ork- 
shops, and  share ideas w hich m ay contain  know ledge e lem en ts  from 
research . M oreover, professional m eetings offer opp o rtu n ities  for vendors 
to d isp lay  eq u ip m en t and  m aterials, and  the la tte r are also som etim es 
p ro m o ted  w ith know ledge e lem en ts  that w ere  once associated w ith 
research .

W hich  raises an in te restin g  po in t. R esearch know ledge often reaches
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strategies have been proposed for improving research usage. Most assume 
that researchers and users inhabit different cultures [a~ain see Chapter G] 
and the idea is to improve linkage between the two domains. Perhaps the 
simplest strategy is lo promote contact between the researcher and the 
user. Adva11tages of this form of connection are discussed [in Chapter 17] 
by T. Neville Postlethwaite. As Postlethwaite points out, when the re
searcher and user are associated, each is more able to respond to the 
other's concerns - the researcher to questions that are of relevance to 
the user; the user to knowledge prod11ced by the researcher. 

Postlethwaite also assumes that the user is a central adrni11istrutor 
who is given responsibility for making educational policy and that, once 
taken, policy decisions will generate consonant action in the schools. This 
may work in a country where control over education is centralized and 
administrators are in close con tuct with those who work in schools. It is 
less realistic in larger countries whe re control over education is diffuse and 
administrators have little contact with school personnel. M orcover , the 
Postlethwaite modd overlooks the possibility of conflicts of interest among 
the varic)lls partiPs who arc concerned with education and that all parties, 
not just powerful administrators, might wish to respond to research know
ledge. Such possihilities were discussed, however, by Coleman [in Chap
ter 10] who called for widespread dissemination of research knowledge in 
the mass media. 

This latter suggestion is also attractive, but it is not without problems. 
Among others, some researchers have greater access to the media than do 
other researchers, and media coverage may und,ily emphasi1.c the in
terests and political commitments of reporters, their employers, and other 
powerful interests. In addition, media reports almost inevitubly strip away 
the qualifications, theory, and contextual details associated with social 
research, so research knowledge is debased. Nevertheless, the mass 
media are one of the most frequent means through which research know
ledge is transmitted to users (sec Anderson, 1984). A major study of the 
media reportage of social research was conducted by \.Yeiss and Singer 
(1988), and an example of media use by social researchers appears in 
Chapter 24. 

How else does research get to potential users? Some of it percolates 
through by v,1ord of mouth and informal networks. Studies of such informal 
processes were at one time quite popular within agriculture (sec, for 
example, Oescr and Emery, ]958:; Rogers, 1983). Educators, too, have their 
networks. Some meet regularly at the club, or in conventions and work
shops, and share i<leas which may contain kncrwledge e lements from 
research. Moreover, professional meetings offor opportunities for ve ndors 
to display equ ipment and materials, and the latter are' also sometimes 
promoted with knowledge clements that were once as.<iociatcd willi 
research. 

\,VJ1ic·h rais('S an intc•rpsting point. Hcscarch k11owlPdgc often r<'rwli<'s 
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and social researcli in te rac t regularly . And in the  John  D ew ey vision o f  
progressive education , social research  becom es an in teg ra l part o f user 
activity. T h ese  p a tte rn s  suggest som ew hat d iffe ren t ro le re la tionsh ips be- 
tw een  resea rch ers  and  users, and these  la tte r  may also affect linkage. To 
illustra te , th e  trad itional m odel suggests an au th o rita tiv e  role for the 
re sea rch er w ho is th o ugh t to b ring  ‘e x p e rt’ know ledge to the  user, but 
som e users may re jec t the idea tha t ‘e x p e rt’ advice should  be followed 
w hen  it com es to social affairs abou t w hich they  have personal and 
d e ta iled  know ledge. In contrast, action resea rch  involves an alliance 
be tw een  resea rch ers  and  users, w hich, critics argue, com prom ises the 
in d ep en d en ce  cond itions necessary  for g en era tin g  ob jec tive  know ledge.

1 1 1  add tion , one  should  also recognize tha t know ledge can influence 
education  not only by p rom oting  useful change b u t also by su pporting  the 
status quo  or facilitating actions that a re  questio n ab le . M oreover, these  
la tte r ou tcom es are  also a p ro d u c t o f the  political c lim ate  in w hich that 
research  know ledge is in te rp re ted . To illu stra te , th e  h istory  o f IQ  testing  
is one  in w hich research  know ledge has b een  used  for purposes of social 
control. A lthough originally designed  for d iagnostic  purposes, IQ  tests 
have su b seq u en tly  b een  used  for eugen ic  sc reen in g , the  su p p o rt of racial 
b igotry , and  the  enforced  tracking’ of countless pup ils , particularly  in 
A m erican and  B ritish  schools. As suggested  by  L eon Kamin [C hap te r 
22], th ese  ou tcom es seem  to have reflec ted  bo th  d u b ious beliefs about 
innate  in te lligence  and  pred ispositions to p re ju d ice  against m inorities and 
those w ho w ere  poor.

So far we have exam ined m ainly research  im pact at the system  or 
national levels. R esearch  know ledge may also in fluence  teachers, schools, 
and local schools d irectly . In fact m uch evaluation  research  is p itch ed  at 
p rac titioners, and  exam ples may be found in an essay by M arvin C. Alkin, 
R ichard D aillak, and  P e te r  W h ite  [C h ap te r 23]. As these  au tho rs point 
out, a lthough evaluation  research  has b een  critic ized  for b e ing  ‘ineffec- 
tive’, exam ples m ay be found for both  its ‘m a in stream ’ (i.e ., ‘s im p le’) 
effects and  its b ro ad e r im pact in schools and school system s. This observa- 
tion leads Alkin el al. to p o n d e r po ten tia l m eanings for the  concep t of 
research  ‘u tiliza tion ’ and  to offer th e ir  own inclusive definition  for this 
concep t. T hey  conclude  tha t num erous in te re s t g roups in education  may 
use research  know ledge, tha t research  know ledge can be  used  in various 
ways, and  tha t educational decisions reflect ideological and  political p ress- 
u res as well as know ledge from  research  and o th e r sources.

F inally , we shou ld  also recognize tha t social research , itself, is not 
im m une to political and ideological influences on its m ethods and in ter- 
p re ta tions. Two exam ples ap p ear in the  selections. In the  first, Sam uel 
W in eb u rg  d iscusses research  by R obert R osenthal and  o thers on “The 
Pygm alion E ffec t” [C h ap te r 24]. This research  conc luded  that (some) 
teachers in ad v erten tly  encourage levels of pupil ach ievem en t w hich 
confirm  th e ir  p reconcep tions abou t pupil in te lligence . This study  had a
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and social re:ward1 interact regularly. And in the Jolrn Dewey vision of 
pn>gressive ,:ducafion, social research becomes an inkgral part of user 
adivity. These patterns ~uggest somewhat different role relationships be
twc<'n rcscard1crs anJ users, aml these latter may also affect linkage. To 
il111strale, tlic traditional model suggests an authoritative role for the 
1-c-scarchcr who is thought to bring 'expert' knowlf'dge to the user, but 
some users may ,·eject the i<lea that 'expert' advice should be followed 
when it com~s to social aITairs about which they have personal and 
detailed knowledge. In contrast, action research involves an alliance 
hclwcen res0archers :rnd users, which, critics argue, compromises the 
independe nce conditions necessary for generating ohjedive knowledge. 

In addtio11, one should also recognize that knowlcd~e can influence 
educat ion not only hy promoting useful c hange bu! also hy supporting the 
status q110 or {;1cilitati11g actions that arc <Jll<:'stionahle. Moreover, these 
bller outcomes ar·c also n pro<luct of the politic:al climate in which tltat 
research knowledge' is interpreted. To illustrate, the history of IQ testing 
is one i11 wl1i<'li research knowledge has been used for purposes of social 
control. Altho11gh originally designed for diagnostic purposes, IQ tests 
have subsequently hcen use<l for eugenic screening, th e support of racial 
bigotry, and thc- enforced tracking' of countless pupils, particularly in 
American and British schools. As suggested by Le-on Kamin [Chapter 
22}. these outcomes seem to have reflected both d11hio11s belief,;; about 
in11ate intelligence and pred ispositions to prejudice against minorities a11d 
those who were poor. 

So far we have examined mainly research impact at the system or 
national levels. Hesearch knowledge may also influence teachers, schools, 
aml local schools directly. In fact much evaluation research is pitched at 
practitioners, an<l examples may be found in an essay by Marvin C. Aikin, 
Hichard Daillak, and Peter White [Chapter 23). As these authors point 
out, although evaluation research has been criticized for being 'ineffec
tive', examples may he foun<l for hoth its 'mainstream' (i. e., 'simple') 
eITects and its broader impact in schools and school systems. This observa
tion leads Aikin cl al. to ponder potential meanings for the concept of 
research 'utilization' an<l to offer their own inclusive definition for this 
co11cept. They conclude lhat numerous interest groups in education may 
use research knowledge, that research knowledge can he used in various 
ways, and that educational decisions reflect ic.leological and political press
ures as well as knowledge from research and other sources. 

Finally, we shou l<l also 1·ccog11ize that social research, itself, is not 
immune to political and ideological influences on its methods an<l inter
pretations. Two examples appear in the selections. In the first, Samt1cl 
Wincburg discusses research hy Hobert Hosenlhal and others on "The 
Pygmalion Effect" [ Chapter 24J. This rcsP.arch concl11dcd that (some) 
teachers inadvcrtP11tly encourage levels of pupil achievement which 
confirm ,licir precOIH.'f'ptions nho11t pupil inklligf'n<'f'. Thi.1; stndy had :1 
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lead to im proving links be tw een  them selves and users. F o u r such roles 
a re  discussed by Patricia Thom as [in C h ap te r  19]: th e  lim estone  role 
which relies on cum ulative or ind irec t im pact, the  gadfly  role, the  insider  
role, and the  em ploym ent of pressure groups. 1 1 1  add ition , certa in  re- 
searchers seem  to be adep t at p rom oting  m edia  a tten tio n  for th e ir  
research, and such atten tion  also tends to im prove links w ith users [see, 
for exam ple, C hap te rs  10 and 24]. M oreover, m any resea rch ers  d isburse  
know ledge th rough  university  lec tu res  and the au th o rsh ip  of textbooks. O f 
course, this la tte r m echanism  m eans that research  im pact is delayed  until 
today’s stu d en ts  becom e tom orrow ’s professional p rac titioners.

R esea rch  K now ledge and  E d u ca tio n a l C h an g e

T he fact tha t research  know ledge is m ade available to users does not m ean 
that it will necessarily  be used. T eachers, adm in istra to rs, and o th e r  users 
have need s w hich are  e m b ed d ed  in a cu ltu re  tha t is often refractory  to 
ideas from  the  research  dom ain , especially  if those ideas im ply changing 
practices w ith w hich p rac titioners are  com fortable. But if dissatisfaction 
w ith th e  status quo  exists, new  ideas may th en  get a m ore  favourable 
hearing. An exam ple of this p rinc ip le  may be  found in th e  fam ous decision 
by the  S up rem e C ourt outlaw ing segregation  in US pub lic  schools, 
B row n vs. B oard  o f  E ducation  [see C h ap te r 20 by Irv in g  Louis H orow itz 
and Jam es E v e re tt Katz]. This decision was based , in p art, on social re- 
search know ledge w hich ten d ed  to reinforce dissatisfaction w ith  segrega- 
tionist p rac tices then  in place in US public  schools.

C hange also seem s m ore likely w hen an a lte rn a tiv e  policy has been  
suggested  and  leg itim ated  by a respec tab le  au tho rity . A n u m b e r of 
m echanism s have b een  used to a le rt legislators and  citizens to policy 
a lternatives, o f w hich a p o ten t exam ple is the a p p o in tm en t of a ‘special 
com m ission’, ‘b lue  ribbon  co m m ittee ’, or expert en q u iry  w hich is asked to 
review  re levan t m ateria ls, includ ing  research  know ledge, and  to p rep are  
recom m endations for legislative action. This m echan ism  has b een  popular 
in the U n ited  S tates, C om m onw ealth  co u n tries , and  Scandinavia, and it 
lias som etim es p ro d u ced  significant changes in educational policy in those 
countries. 1 1 1  som e instances such com m issions may ask for specific re- 
search rep o rts  or th e ir  m em b ersh ip s  may include professional researchers. 
A good review  of this and o th e r  m echanism s open  to g o vernm en ts  was 
p rep a red  by  M aurice Kogan and J. M yron Atkin [C h ap te r  21].

In th ink ing  abou t the  po ten tia l effects of research  know ledge, one 
should recognize tha t several p a tte rn s  o f linkage a re  possib le. 1 1 1  the 
trad itiona l m odel, research  com es first, and  the  know ledge it g enera tes is 
then  m ade available for stim u la ting  social change. 1 1 1  evaluation research, 
social action com es first, and  the  know ledge g e n e ra te d  th rough  research  is 
then available for su b seq u en t decisions. 1 1 1  action research, social change
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le ad to improving links iictwcic11 tlicrnsrlvcs and 11scrs. Four st1ch roles 
are discussed hy Patricia Thomas [in Cliapl(:'1" HJ]: the limestone role 
which relies on cumulative or indirect impact, Ilic gadfly role, the insider 
role, and the employment of pressurn groups. ln addition, certain re 
searchers seem to he adq1t at promoting media a t ten tion for their 
research, an<l such atte ntion also tends to improve links with 11sers [sec, 
for example, Chapters 10 a11cl 24 l. Moreover, many resp;1rchcrs dish11rs<· 
knowledge through university lectures and the at1thorship of tcx.tliooks. Of 
co11rse, this latte r mechanism m eans that rescnrcl1 impnd is dclnyed 1111til 
today's students become tomorrow's profess ional praclitiorwrs. 

Research Kuowlecl~c :1ml Educational Change 

The fact that researc h knowledge is rnacJc available to users does not mean 
that it will necessarily be used. Teache rs , ad111inislrators , and other users 
have needs whic h arc e mbedded in a c ulture that is often re fractory to 
ideas from the research domain, c>spccially if those ideas imply changing 
practices with which practitioners are co111forlahle. But if dissatisfa<:t ion 
with the status quo exists. new ideas may then get a more favourabl e 
hearing. An example of this principle may he found in the famous dc~cisio11 
hy the Supre me Court outlawing sq~regntion in US public schools. 
Brown vs . nonrd of Educat ion [see Chapter 20 hy lrving Louis Ilorowitz 
and James Everett Katz]. This decision was based, in part, 011 social re 
search knowledge which tended to reinforce dissatisfaction with segrega
tionist practices then in place in US puhlic schoo ls. 

Change also seems mo re likely when an alternative policy has been 
suggested and legitimated by a respectable a u th o rity. A 1111111hcr of 
mechanisms have been used lo alert legislators and citizens to policy 
alternatives, of which a poten t example is th e appointment of a 'special 
commission', 'blue ribbon committee', or exp e rt enquiry which is asked to 
review relevant materials, including research knowledge, and to prepare 
recommcn<la.tions for legislative action. This mec hanism has been popular 
in the United States, Commomvealth countri'es, ancl Scandinavia, and it 
has sometimes produced sign ificant changes in educational policy in those 
countries. In some instances such commissions may ask for s pecific re
search reports or their memberships may include professional researchers. 
A goo<l review of this a11cl other mechanisms oJkn to governments was 
prepared by Maurice Kogan and J. M yron Atkin [Chapter 21]. 

In thinking ahout the potential effects of research lrnowledge, one 
should recognize that seve ra l patterns of linkage arc possible. lu tli<:' 
traditiorwl model, research co11ws first, and the k11owl0dge it generates is 
then made available for stimulating social d1a11~e. I 11 evalunfio11 research, 
social ac tio n comes first, and llw k11owlcdgc.' gc11cralc>d throug h research is 
lhrn avail:1hl1· for s11 lisc~q11<'nt dr('isions. 111 a<:fim1 r·psrnffh. sndal C'ha11 .l.!J' 



tions); and em pirical e lem en ts  (designs for research , research  tools, 
evidence). T hese know ledge e lem en ts  have m eaning  because they  are 
e m b ed d ed  w ithin system s o f th o ugh t and investigation ('paradigm s’), and 
each type of know ledge has its ow n po ten tia l for affecting the decisions of 
those in positions o f influence. T hus, social research  should  be  conceived 
to have various po ten tia ls for affecting users.

This does not m ean th a t all social research  know ledge is known to 
users or that it has stra igh tfo rw ard  effects. E ducational im pact seem s to be 
m ore likely w hen  m echanism s are  in place w hich m ake research  know- 
ledge available to users, b u t few stud ies have yet ap p eared  concern ing  the 
effects o f various m echanism s. A nd even w hen educational users have 
research  know ledge, the  decisions th ey  m ake seem  to reflect the  n eed s of 
various in te rest g roups, as w ell as ideologies and political p ressu res, b u t 
the  la tte r issues have also a ttrac ted  little  research  to date . A lot rem ains to 
be learned  about research  im pact in education  —  w hich points out the 
need  for additional research  on the  contexts and effects o f social research .

Social Research a n d  E ducational C hange
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tions); and empirical e lements (designs for research , research tools, 
evidence). These knowledge e le me nts have meaning hecause they are 
e 111bcddcd within systems of thought and investigation ('paradigms'), and 
each type of knowledge has its own potential for affecting the decisions of 
those in positions of influe nce. Thus, social research should be conceived 
to have various potentials for affecting users. 

This docs not me.in that all soci.il research knowledge is known to 
users or that it has straightforward effects. Educ,tlional impact seems to be 
more likely when mechanisms are in place whid1 make research know
ledge available· to users, hut few studies have yet appeared concerning the 
elfc•ds of vado11s m edi:rnisms. And eve n whe n educational users have 
rC'scarch knowledge, the decisions they nrnke seem to reflect the needs of 
various int<'rcst groups, as well as ideologies and political pressures, b11t 
thC' latter issues have also attracted little research to date . A lot remains to 
be learned ,il1011l research impact in education - which points out the 
need for additional research on the contexts and effects of social research. 

Hcfcrcnccs 

AMETIICAN Soc:101.o<:1cA1. AssocJATJON (1978). NIE plans new pro~rnms; plus 
C'xp;111sion for otl1~rs. Footnotes, 6, l -3. 

ANDEHSON, D.S. {.1984). The use of social science knowledge in the formulation of 
policy advice. Youth Studies 1Julleti11, 3(3), I 10- 132. 

ANnr:nsoN, D.S. (1087). Where do th<' questions come from, for whom arc the 
answer.<; inlc-ndcd? An exploration of rescar<'h a11d policy. A11stralia11 Ed11ca
t imwl llcsrm-r.l1er, 13( l ), 1-25. 

nwDt.E, B.J. ( W87). Social research and social policy: The theoretical connection. 
The l\111erica11 Sociologist, 18(2:Summcr), 1S8-16G. 

Bll>DLE, 13.J., SLAVINGS, H. L., and ANDETISON, D.S. (1985). Pane l s tudies ancl 
eausal inf<·rcncc. The. jn11rnal of A11plied nchaoioral Science. 21(1), 79-93. 

BrH>l'II,·, J . E. and Cou1>, T. L. (1971). Teache1--s111de,it ndationships: Cnu.~c.-; a11d 
cm1seq11m1cc.~. New York : Holt, Hine hart, and \Vinslon. 

B u 1.l\1EI\, M. (1982). 1'1,e uses of social n:scarc/1: Socio! irwcstigatio11 i11 public 
7wlicy mnki11g. London: George Allen and Unwin. 

CunAN, L. (WDO). Hcfonning again, ngain, and again . £d11cati01wl Researcher, 
19(1), 3- 13. 

ELI\IORE, H. F'. and McLAUCIILIN , M . W. (1988). Steady wo,-k: Policy, practice, 
<111</ the reform of American education. Santa l\fonica, CA: The Hand 
Corporation. 

GLASS, C. V. ( UJ78). Policy for the unpredictable (unce rtainty research and poli
cy). Ed11catio11nl Re.~enrclier, 8(9), 12- 14. 

Goon, T. L. ,md flnor11r, J.E. (1974). Chang ing teadwr ancl st11clcn t bC'havior: 
An empirical investigation. journal of Educational Psychology, GG, .190-405. 

IIEISS, D .H. ( W75). Causal analysis. New York: Wiley. 
HEt.l.EII, F . (Ed.). (19811). The 11se and nlmsr of social sri<?IIC<?. Beverly llills, CA: 

Sage-. 
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m assive im pact on educational research , on te a c h e r education , and on 
court decisions concerning education. As YVineburg poin ts out, the  im pact 
was g rea t because the research  conclusions fitted  so neatly  into the  p re- 
vailing beliefs of the  tim e.

In the  second, R.J.VV. Selleek review s th e  founding, in the  early 
1830s, o f  the  M anchester Statistical Society w hich began its efforts w ith 
educational research  [C hap ter 251■ As Selleek po in ts ou t, one can learn a 
lot from these  early  efforts. Not only did the  M ancunians p ioneer a 
n u m b er of research  techniques that are  used  to this day, bu t th e ir  work 
(like ours) was designed  w ithin a political con tex t and p roduced  recoin- 
m endations for alleviating the lot o f the  poor th rough  education  but left 
u n to u ch ed  th e  conditions w hich p roduced  p o verty  and  also en ded  tip by 
serving, in part, the  needs of en tren ch ed  in terests .

Sum m ing  Up

W e began  th is essay by asking several questions. D oes social research 
have an im pact?  And if it does, why does that im pact appear?  W hat is the 
n a tu re  o f  the  know ledge crea ted  by social research , how  does that know- 
ledge affect education , and why has social research  rece ived  such a bad 
p ress?

W e are  now  able to answ er som e of th ese  questions. R egarding the 
first, w e conclude  that (despite  bad press) no t only can social research  
have an im pact on education  but its effects have b een  striking. This does 
no t m ean  th a t all social research  has an im pact. In d eed , som e research  
seem s to have little  im pact, and in o th e r  cases social research  seem s to 
have su p p o rte d  th e  sta tus quo in education  o r  to have had effects that 
w ere  no t an tic ip a ted  by researchers or th e ir  su p p o rte rs . M oreover, re- 
search  im pact can probably  be im proved. But —  d esp ite  all arid ity  —  it is 
c lear th a t social research  has had substan tia l effects 0 1 1  education .

W hy th en  is social research  so often critic ized?  In part, the  criticism  
o f social research  seem s to resu lt from b e lie f  in a ‘sim p le’ m odel for 
know ledge gen era tio n  and im pact w hich has it that social research  can 
g e n e ra te  fa c ts  and that those facts can lead users to m ake u n fe tte red  
decisions th a t will im prove social life. This ‘s im p le ’ m odel seem s to be 
accep ted  by  m any persons and to u n d e rlie  a good deal of social research  
fund ing  —  p articu la rly  funding  for app lied  s tu d ies. H ow ever, the  ‘sim p le’ 
m odel is bo th  narrow  and unrealistic , and  w hen  social research  fails to 
d e liv e r th e  crisp  fa c ts  expected  of it, and its know ledge does not have 
hoped  for effects w ith in  education and e lsew h ere , b e lievers in the  ‘sim p le’ 
m odel g e t d iscouraged .

W e have suggested  that a m ore realistic  m odel should  begin w ith the 
realization  th a t social research  can g en e ra te  various types of know ledge: 
e lem en ts  o f th eo ry  (such as technical concep ts, p ropositions, and explana-
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massive impact 011 <'d11<:·atio11al r<'scarch. 011 teacher cd11calio11. and on 
court decisions co11c<·rni11g <'d11ealio11. As vVi1H'h11rg points out. th<' impact 
was ~rc:it because the res<'arch co11cl11sio11s fill<'d so neatly into th<: pre
vailing lJPliefs nf the time. 

In the second, H.J. \V. S<'llc<-·k rcviC'ws tll{' fo1111cli11g, in the early 
1830s, of the Manchcstpr Stat istic:.ll Soci<'ty which h<'ga11 i ls efforts \vii h 
ecl11ca.lional research [Chnpler 2,'Jj. As Selleck poi11ts out, oue can le,1rn a 
lot from thesC' early efforts. Not only did the ~la11C'11ninns pio11<·<·r a 
n111nbn of research techniques that arc 11sc•cl to this clay, hut th<'ir work 
(like ours) was designed within a politic.ti c:ont<>xl ;u1d procl11ccd rc·<·o111-
mcndations for alleviating the lot of' the poor thrn11gli ccl11cation h11t lc·ft 
untouched the conditions which prod11ccd pov('rty and also encl rd II p hy 
serving, in part, the needs of e11lrC'11clwd inlcrTsts. 

S11mmf11g Up 

vVe hC'~an this essay hy asking S<'VPral q11C'st ions. Do<-'S soda I n~s<•ar<'li 
have c:111 impact? And if it doc-s, why doC's that i111pad appc·ar? vVh;1t is tlw 
nature of the knowledge c·r<•atC'd hy social rc~search. how doC's th,1t know
ledge affect education, and why has social rcs<•arch received s11ch a had 
pn>ss? 

vVe arc now .ihle to a11swC'r so111c of tll('S<' q11<~stio11s. Hcganling the 
first, -we concl 11de that (d<:spit(' had press) not only can social rcst'arC'li 
have an impact on educalinn hut its cllPcts liav<' IH'rll striking. This do<'S 
not mean that all social resC':m:li has an illlpact. I ncle£~d. sonH· rcsl'arcli 
seems to hav<' little impact, and in other c.:ascs social res<'arch sec111s to 
have support0.cl the status q110 in Pdltcation or lo have had effects that 
were not anticipated by researchers or th<.'ir supporters. T\lorcovcr, !'<'

search impact can probably he improv<'d. B11t - cle:-spite all aridity - it is 
clear that social r<'Search ha.s had s11hslantia! e ffects <HJ cd11ratim1. 

\,Vhy then is social rPSParc.:h so often criticized? In part, the criticism 
of social research seems to rC's11lt from belief in a 'simple' llHHl<·l for 
knowledge generation and itnpact which has it that social research can 
generate facts and tliat tl1osc• facts ca11 lead 11s(•rs to m.1kc 1111leltC'rcd 
decisions that will improve' social life. This 'simple' model src111s to he 
accepted hy many persons and to 11nd<'rlie a ~oocl deal of social r<'sear('li 
f11nding - particularly funding for applied studies. f lowcvcr, the 'si111pl<!. 
model is both narrow and 1111 r<:>alistic, and when social rcscarcli fails to 
deliver the crisp facts CXjH'ctccl of it, and its k11owkd~c docs not have 
hoped for efTecls within education and clsewlierC', believers in the 'silllple' 
model get clisco11ragccl . 

We have s11ggc>stcd that a more realistic modC'I sl1011ld begin with the 
realization that so~ial research can generate varinm lyp('s of knowll'd1,!;e: 
C'l<>mcnts of tlwory (s11C'li as l<'c·l111iC'al co1H'C'pls, propositions, and cxplana-
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