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PREFACE

Idon’t exactly have an MBA—the MIT Sloan School of Management called it a masters of science then. But I did exactly teach MBAs, for about fifteen years, until I had enough and asked our dean at McGill in the mid-1980s to reduce my teaching load and salary accordingly. I was simply finding too much of a disconnect between the practice of managing that was becoming clearer to me and what went on in classrooms, my own included, intended to develop those managers.

In these feelings, I have found myself not alone. Over the years, I asked colleagues all over the world and especially in the United States what they thought about teaching conventional MBA students. I have been surprised by how many agreed with me. A well-kept secret of business schools is how many of their faculty have had it with teaching MBAs. (We shall hear from the others, if not these.)

So in the 1980s I began my rants, speaking my mind about MBA programs, including a chapter entitled “Training Managers, Not MBAs” in a book I published in 1989. But then people started asking the embarrassing question: What was I doing about it? Academics are not supposed to be asked such questions, so it took me a while to respond. Then it took McGill a while to respond. But eventually we put together a group to do something about it: create a masters program truly for practicing managers.

Realizing we would do better in partnership, we approached Insead in France, where I was jointly appointed at the time. But that did not get far, so I called Jonathan Gosling at Lancaster University to see whether that school might be interested. He had to check with a couple of people, he said, including the dean. He called back an hour later!

I duly drafted a memo to Insead admitting defeat. Gareth Dyas noticed it on our common secretary’s desk and said, “You can’t do that!” I realized then that my proposal had been too simple; Insead needed something complicated. So I proposed a partnership of five schools.

That they liked!

Next I faxed a letter to Hiro Itami at Hitsosubashi University in Tokyo, not realizing he was then dean. “Sit down before you read this,” it began. “Why not?” began his reply the next day.

And so it was that our little fledging group of Jonathan, Roger Bennett and myself from McGill, and Heinz Theinheiser from Insead headed out  to Tokyo, to convince Jiro Nonaka, the dean of management academics in Japan. We might never have gotten the chance had the madmen who gassed the subway cars in Tokyo that morning chosen to so on the same line in the other direction, as we headed out to Hitsosubashi.




From there we went to the Indian Institute of Management in Bangalore, where Roger had done a reconnaissance trip earlier. “An interesting idea, but we’ll never see them again” was the response to that trip (we found out years later). But they did see us again, and the partnership of five was confirmed (in Japan including the faculty of several schools).

Then we had to recruit companies to send their managers—no easy task when all we could offer were ideas (with no resources to back up our personal efforts). But thanks to the companies noted in the dedication, we managed to get going, although it didn’t look like we would a month before startup. Thus in the spring of 1996 the International Masters Program in Practicing Management (IMPM) was launched, and it continues to be the delight of my professional life—as you will notice from my enthusiasm in Chapters 10 through 14.

This constitutes one of three main subjects of this book—what can be done to develop managers in a serious educational process. Another is my critique of the MBA, which is business education that I believe distorts managerial practice. And the third considers the practice of management itself, which I believe is going off the rails with dysfunctional consequences in society. So this little package called a book—four years in the writing, fifteen years in the developing, and thirty-five years in the thinking—draws together a great many of my ideas.

It must sound corny to read all the claims in such pages about how this and that book has been a collective effort, when everyone knows that nothing is more personal than the writing of a book. But the claim happens to be more than usually true here.

I dedicate this book to the “Why not?” people who got the IMPM started, but I wish to single one of them out in particular. This book would not have been worth writing had I not met Jonathan Gosling and developed such a wonderful working and friendly relationship with him. His ideas and imagination infuse this book, far beyond the many attributions to them. Perhaps people associate the IMPM with me because my name is better known in the literature, but there would have been no IMPM without Jonathan.

And there would not be the same IMPM without many others—faculty, participants in our eight classes to date, company people, administrators, and others. I mention here in particular Frank McCauley of the  Royal Bank of Canada, who not only supported us from the outset (and who prided himself in having sent our first check) but provided so many insights, as will be seen in Part II; Thomas Sattelberger, who at Lufthansa lit a fire under us to get things going; Bill Litwack, who set up some rather clever administration arrangements to deal with our complicated partnership and helped set the tone at the early modules; Colette Web, who followed him as administrator of the program and has been its cheerful heart and soul ever since; Dora Koop, who has been there from the very first meeting at McGill to the current operation of the McGill module, and Kunal Basu, who was part of those early efforts; Nancy Badore, who has been so full of wonderful ideas and moral support; a number of our young faculty Turks, notably Quy Huy, Kaz Mishina, Taizoon Chinwalla (a graduate of the program and later co–cycle director while at Motorola), and Ramnath Narayanswamy, who were often truer to the fundamentals of the program than its founders, myself included; and Oliver Westall, who is extending the IMPM idea to the E Roundtables for existing EMBA programs. 

               
		
My wife Saša and I have spent a good deal of time in Prague since late 1999, where I have written most of this book—about five times!

Her support has been inspiring. Every once in a while I would announce to her energetic delight that I had finished the book. In fact, no book is ever finished until you hold it in your hand. Ask Santa, my personal assistant. Every time she finished typing the last chapter (I write books; Santa types them), I appeared with revisions to the first one. How she has remained so good-natured is a mystery I dare not investigate. Further help was provided by Chahrazed Abdallah, known as ChaCha (imagine life with a wife named Saša, a personal assistant named Santa, and a research assistant named ChaCha!), Elise Beauregard, Chen Hua Tzeng, and Rennie Nilsson. Nathalie Tremblay was brilliant in chasing down lost references.

Berrett-Koehler is an old-fashioned publisher. In other words, its people believe in books, in ideas, and in authors; the company is not sold every other week, and the staff is not engaged in the musical chairs of constant reorganization. All this comes under the stewardship of Steve Piersanti, the quiet, decent, dedicated kind of leader that we desperately need more of. It pleases me greatly to have been able to work with the very “engaged” style of managing I describe in Chapter 9 and the whole team at Berrett-Koehler who embody it.

Helpful comments on parts or all of this book were provided by Charlie Dorris, Jeff Kulick, Bob Mountain, Andrea Markowitz, John Hendry, Joe Raelin, Dave Ulrich, Paola Perez-Alleman, Colette Webb,  Oliver Westall, and Jonathan Gosling. Bob Simons offered some especially valuable comments on Chapter 2, far more sympathetic than my treatment of his school (Harvard) but successful in making my arguments somewhat more honest. Bogdan Costea provided in his doctoral thesis and private discussions ideas that have informed this book; Dan LeClair of the AACSB was very helpful in providing statistics on enrolments in business programs; Joe Lampel worked hard on the analysis of the nineteen Harvard CEOs discussed in Chapter 4. I must also mention the various IMPM participants who allowed me to quote from their material, as cited in the text.




Some years ago the dean of a prominent business school (Richard West of New York University) claimed, “If I wasn’t dean of this school, I’d be writing a book on the bankruptcy of American management education” (in Byrne 1990:62). I have never been the dean of a business school. But I have worked with a number. Needless (if necessary) to say, the ideas expressed in this book represent neither their views nor those of their schools. But my deans and colleagues have been well aware of my views and never discouraged my expression of them in any way, while encouraging our efforts with the IMPM.

Thank you all!




Henry Mintzberg 
     Prague, November 2003 






1
INTRODUCTION 

This is a book about management education that is about management. I believe that both are deeply troubled, but neither can be changed without changing the other.

The trouble with “management” education is that it is business education, and leaves a distorted impression of management. Management is a practice that has to blend a good deal of craft (experience) with a certain amount of art (insight) and some science (analysis). An education that overemphasizes the science encourages a style of managing I call “calculating” or, if the graduates believe themselves to be artists, as increasing numbers now do, a related style I call “heroic.” Enough of them, enough of that. We don’t need heroes in positions of influence any more than technocrats. We need balanced, dedicated people who practice a style of managing that can be called “engaging.” Such people believe that their purpose is to leave behind stronger organizations, not just higher share prices. They do not display hubris in the name of leadership.

The development of such managers will require another approach to management education, likewise engaging, that encourages practicing managers to learn from their own experience. In other words, we need to build the craft and the art of managing into management education and thereby bring these back into the practice of managing.

Follow the chapter titles of this book into the chapters, and you will read about management education—Part I on what I believe is wrong with it, Part II on how it could be changed. But look within the chapters, and you will read about management itself—again what I believe is wrong with it and how it could be changed. To pick up on the subtitle, here we take a hard look at the soft practice of managing, alongside that of management development. There are plenty of books that provide soft looks at the hard practice of managing. I believe we need to face management as it is, in a serious way; it is too important to be left to most of what appears on the shelves of bookstores. Easy formulas and quick fixes are the problems in management today, not the solutions.

I have written this book for all thoughtful readers interested in management education and practice: developers, educators, managers, and just plain interested observers. I mean this to include MBA applicants, students, and graduates, at least ones who harbor doubts about this  degree. If what I write here is true, then they especially should be reading this book.
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Readers interested in management education will get the messages about management practice as they go along. Readers interested in management itself—this hard look at that soft practice—can focus on particular parts of the book. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 contain the essence of this material. Before reading this, however, I suggest you look at the introduction to Part I and the first part of Chapter 1 (pages Part One–"EXPERIENCE" IN MBA ADMISSIONS) as well as, from Chapter 2, pages Management By Analysis–Infiltrating Ethics, The Case for Cases–Secondhandedness, and The Impression Left by MBA Education. Beyond Chapter 6, I recommend pages 259-Proposition 7. All of the above should be blended into a process of “experienced reflection.” and especially Toward Engaging Management–Table 9.4 TWO WAYS TO MANAGE in Chapter 9, pages Module I: Managing Self—The Reflective Mindset–Table 11.1 DIMENSIONS OF THE MODULES in Chapter 11, and pages Developing Managers IV–IMPact and Does the IMPM Benefit? in Chapter 13.

I should add that there are all kinds of illustrative materials in the boxes that accompany the text. Reading these will give much of the flavor of my arguments.

Part I of this book is called “Not MBAs.” Some people may see it as a rant; I wrote it as a serious critique of what I believe to be a deeply flawed practice. If you have anything to do with MBAs, whether hiring them, supporting them, teaching them, or being one, I urge you to read this, if only to entertain some dark thought about this ostensibly sparkling degree. And if you are a manager or have anything to do with managers (who doesn’t in this world?), I hope that reading this will open your eyes to a vitally important activity that is going out of social control.

The chapters of this first part flow as follows. What I call conventional MBA programs, which are mostly for young people with little if any managerial experience (“Wrong People,” Chapter 1), because they are unable to use art or craft, emphasize science, in the form of analysis and technique (“Wrong Ways,” Chapter 2). That leaves their graduates with the false impression that they have been trained as managers, which has had a corrupting effect on the education and the practice of management as well as on the organizations and societies in which it is practiced (“Wrong Consequences,” Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6).

There has been a lot of hype about changes taking place in prominent MBA programs in recent years. Don’t believe it (“New MBAs?” Chapter 7). The MBA is a 1908 degree based on a 1950s strategy. The real innovations in management education, mostly in England but hardly recognized in America, serve as a bridge from the critique of Part I to the positive ideas for “Developing Managers” in Part II.

There is a great and unfortunate divide between management development and management education. While a full discussion of management development would require a book unto itself, the presentation of  a framework of basic practices (“Management Development in Practice,” Chapter 8) can open up vistas for management education.
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The discussion of the book to this point suggests a set of general principles by which management education can be reconceived (“Developing Management Education,” Chapter 9). These principles have been brought to life in a family of programs that can take management education and development to a new place, by enabling managers to reflect on their own experience in the light of insightful concepts (five aspects of “Developing Managers,” Chapters 10 through 14). No one can create a leader in a classroom. But existing managers can significantly improve their practice in a thoughtful classroom that makes use of those experiences.

All this suggests that the business schools themselves need to be reconceived, including a metamorphosis into management schools (“Developing True Schools of Management,” Chapter 15). But will these agents of change be able to change?
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PART ONE

Not MBAs




IT IS TIME to recognize conventional MBA programs for what they are—or else to close them down. They are specialized training in the functions of business, not general educating in the practice of managing. Using the classroom to help develop people already practicing management is a fine idea, but pretending to create managers out of people who have never managed is a sham. It is time that our business schools gave proper attention to management.

This may seem like a strange contention at a time when MBA programs are at the height of their popularity, when MBA graduates are at the pinnacle of their success, and when American business, which has relied so heavily on this credential, seems to have attained its greatest stage of development. I shall argue that much of this success is delusory, that our approach to educating leaders is undermining our leadership, with dire economic and social consequences.

Every decade in the United States alone, almost one million people with a credential called the MBA descend on the economy, most with little firsthand knowledge of customers and workers, products and  processes. There they expect to manage people who have that knowledge, which they gained in the only way possible—through intensive personal experience. But lacking that credential, such people are increasingly relegated to a “slow track” where they are subjected to the “leadership” of people who lack the legitimacy to lead.
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Considered as education for management, conventional MBA programs train the wrong people in the wrong ways with the wrong consequences. This is the argument I shall pursue in Part I of this book. It contains seven chapters. The first is about the wrong people, the second about the wrong ways, the next four about the wrong consequences. Chapter 7 considers recent changes in MBA programs, concluding that most of these are cosmetic. A “dominant design” established itself in the 1960s and continues to hold most of this education firmly in its grip. The notable exceptions are found mostly in England, whose innovations provide a bridge to Part II of this book.

Some clarifications to begin. First, by “conventional” MBA, I mean full-time programs that take relatively young people, generally in their twenties, and train them mostly in the business functions, out of context—in other words, independent of any specific experience in management. This describes most MBA programs today, in the United States and around the world. With a few exceptions, the remaining ones (usually called EMBAs) take more experienced people on a part-time basis and then do much the same thing. In other words, they train the right people in the wrong ways with the wrong consequences. That is because they mostly fail to use the experience these people have.

Second, I use the words management and leadership interchangeably. It has become fashionable (after Zaleznik 1977) to distinguish them. Leadership is supposed to be something bigger, more important. I reject this distinction, simply because managers have to lead and leaders have to manage. Management without leadership is sterile; leadership without management is disconnected and encourages hubris. We should not be ceding management to leadership, in MBA programs or anywhere else.
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Third, I refer to the schools in question in three ways: usually as “business schools,” in reference to what most of them are; sometimes as “management schools,” in reference to what they could be; and, especially in the last chapter, as M/B schools, in reference to what I conclude is the appropriate role for most of them—balanced attention to both management and business.

The MBA was first introduced in 1908; it last underwent serious revision based on two reports published in the late 1950s. Business schools pride themselves in teaching about new product development and strategic change, yet their flagship, the MBA, is a 1908 degree with a 1950s strategy. Part I of this book develops this conclusion; Part II proposes some real change.

Part I is highly critical of MBA education. I do this at some length because I believe the case against the MBA as education for management has to be made thoroughly, to counter some deeply entrenched beliefs and their consequences. One of the most interesting articles ever written about the MBA appeared in Fortune magazine in 1968. In it, Sheldon Zalaznick claimed, “The idea that the graduate school of business is the principal source of top executive talent has been allowed to flourish, unexamined . . .” (169). It has been allowed to flourish unexamined ever since. . . .1 Not here.





1In 1996 (221), Aaronson reported on a search for articles about graduate business education. Of the 693 she found, only 12 criticized that education.
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1

WRONG PEOPLE 

 


 

It’s never too late to learn, but sometimes too early. 
—CHARLIE BROWN IN PEANUTS 

 

 

There are no natural surgeons, no natural accountants. These are specialized jobs that require formal training, initially in a classroom.
The students must, of course, be able to handle a scalpel or a keyboard, but first they have to be specially educated. Then they can be foisted on a suspecting public, at least for internship or articling, before being allowed to practice on their own.

Leadership is different. There are natural leaders. Indeed, no society can afford anything but natural leaders. Leadership and management are life itself, not some body of technique abstracted from the doing and the being. Education cannot pour life experience into a vessel of native intelligence, not even into a vessel of leadership potential. But it can help shape a vessel already brimming with the experiences of leadership and life.

Put differently, trying to teach management to someone who has never managed is like trying to teach psychology to someone who has never met another human being. Organizations are complex phenomena. Managing them is a difficult, nuanced business, requiring all sorts of tacit understanding that can only be gained in context. Trying to  teach it to people who have never practiced is worse than a waste of time—it demeans management.
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MANAGEMENT AS A PRACTICE

 


Were management a science or a profession, we could teach it to people without experience. It is neither.

 


MANAGEMENT IS NOT A SCIENCE     Science is about the development of systematic knowledge through research. That is hardly the purpose of management. Management is not even an applied science, for that is still a science. Management certainly applies science: managers have to use all the knowledge they can get, from the sciences and elsewhere. But management is more art, based on “insight,” “vision,” “intuition.”
(Peter Drucker wrote in 1954 that “the days of the ‘intuitive’ manager are numbered” [93]. Half a century later we are still counting.) And most management is craft, meaning that it relies on experience—learning on the job. This means it is as much about doing in order to think as thinking in order to do.

Put together a good deal of craft with a certain amount of art and some science, and you end up with a job that is above all a practice.
There is no “one best way” to manage; it all depends on the situation.

Effective managing therefore happens where art, craft, and science meet. But in a classroom of students without managerial experience, these have no place to meet—there is nothing to do. Linda Hill (1992) writes in her book about people becoming managers that they “had to act as managers before they understood what the role was” (67). In other words, where there is no experience, there is no room for craft: Inexperienced students simply cannot understand the practice. As for art, nothing stops that from being discussed, even admired, in the conventional MBA classroom. But the inexperience of the students stops it from being appreciated. They can only look on as nonartists do—observing it without understanding how it came to be.

That leaves science, which is what conventional MBA education is mostly about, at least in the form of analysis. So, as will be discussed in Chapter 2, conventional MBA students graduate with the impression that management is analysis, specifically the making of systematic decisions and the formulation of deliberate strategies. This, I argue in Chapter 3, is a narrow and ultimately distorted view of management that has encouraged two dysfunctional styles in practice: calculating (overly analytical) and heroic (pretend art). These are later contrasted with a more  experienced-based style labeled engaging—quiet and connected, involving and inspiring.
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MANAGEMENT IS NOT A PROFESSION     It has been pointed out that engineering, too, is not a science or an applied science so much as a practice in its own right (Lewin 1979). But engineering does apply a good deal of science, codified and certified as to its effectiveness. And so it can be called a profession, which means it can be taught in advance of practice, out of context. In a sense, a bridge is a bridge, or at least steel is steel, even if its use has to be adapted to the circumstances at hand. The same can be said about medicine: Many illnesses are codified as standard syndromes to be treated by specific techniques. But that cannot be said of management (Whitley 1995:92). Little of its practice has been reliably codified, let alone certified as to its effectiveness. So management cannot be called a profession or taught as such.

Because engineering and medicine have so much codified knowledge that must be learned formally, the trained expert can almost always outperform the layperson. Not so in management. Few of us would trust the intuitive engineer or physician, with no formal training. Yet we trust all kinds of managers who have never spent a day in a management classroom (and we have suspicions about some others who spent two years there, as will be discussed in Chapter 3).

Ever since the 1910s when Frederick Taylor (1911) wrote about that “one best way” and Henri Fayol (1916/1984) claimed that “managerial ability can and should be acquired in the same way as technical ability at school, later in the workshop” (14), we have been on this search for the holy grail of management as a science and a profession. In Britain, a group called the Management Charter Initiative sought to barrel ahead with the certification of managers, not making the case for management as a profession so much as assuming it. As its director told a newspaper, the MBA “is the only truly global qualification, the only license to trade internationally” (Watts 1997:43).

The statement is nonsense, and the group has failed in those efforts.
It is time to face a fact: After almost a century of trying, by any reasonable assessment management has become neither a science nor a profession. It remains deeply embedded in the practices of everyday living. We should be celebrating that fact, not depreciating it. And we should be developing managers who are deeply embedded in the life of leading, not professionals removed from it.

Those fields of work discussed earlier can be divided into ones in which the person doing it truly “knows better” than the recipients and others in which acting as the expert who knows better can get in the  way. Upon being wheeled into an operating room, few of us would be inclined to second-guess the surgeon. (“Could you cut a little lower, please?”) No matter how miserable the bedside manner, we accept that he or she knows better. But a schoolteacher who acts on the basis of knowing better can impede the learning of the student. School teaching is a facilitating activity, more about encouraging learning than doing teaching.
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Managing is largely a facilitating activity, too. Sure, managers have to know a lot, and they often have to make decisions based on that knowledge. But, especially in large organizations and those concerned with “knowledge work,” managers have to lead better, so that others can know better and therefore act better. They have to bring out the best in other people. The idea that the chief does it all, coming up with the grand strategy and then driving its implementation by everyone else, is frequently a myth left over from the mass production of simple goods.
Yet it is one of the impressions left by MBA education. “Our goal is to create an environment where students learn how to tackle difficult, complex problems. . . . Students learn what it feels like to exercise judgment, make decisions, and take responsibility” (in “Message from the Dean,”
Harvard Business School Web site, 2003).

Because grade school teachers can easily carry their skills from one classroom to another, they can still be called professionals. But not so managers, who can hardly carry their skills from one function to another within the same organization, let alone across organizations or industries. In other words, knowledge about context is not as portable in management as it is in education or engineering or medicine. That is why so many managers who have succeeded in one place fail in others (which is hardly true of teachers or engineers or physicians—so long as they stick to the skills they have).




A GUEST MANAGER?     Imagine a guest manager. The very idea seems absurd. How could anyone just come in and manage something? The manager must have a deep understanding of the context. Yet we accept substitute teachers who take over classrooms for a day, and Doctors without Borders who set up hospitals in hours. But temporary managers?

The one obvious example is instructive—a guest conductor. A few rehearsals, and off go the musicians performing at the most prestigious concert halls in the world. The reason is simple: the whole exercise is so highly programmed. Mozart is pulling the strings; everyone plays to his highly orchestrated score. We shall have professional management as soon as other organizations become as programmed as the symphony orchestra, playing their strategies like scores from Mozart, with all the obedient employees and customers sitting in neat rows responding on cue.
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The practice of management is characterized by its ambiguity. That is why, despite its popular use, the metaphor of the conductor on the podium is wholly inappropriate (at least during performance, if not necessarily rehearsal; see Mintzberg 1998). Most work that can be programmed in an organization need not concern its managers directly; specialists can be delegated to do it. That leaves the managers mostly with the messy stuff—the intractable problems, the complicated connections. And that is what makes the practice of management so fundamentally “soft” and why labels such as experience, intuition, judgment, and wisdom are so commonly used for it. Here is how a successful manager at a major airline described her MBA husband to me: “He has the technique, thinks he knows best. But he is frustrated because he doesn’t understand the complexities and the politics. He thinks he has the answers but is frustrated by being unable to do anything about it.” He never learned management in the business school.

 

 

“EXPERIENCE” IN MBA ADMISSIONS

 


Most business schools today require “work experience” of their MBA applicants, typically up to about four years. Some, in fact, are openly biased against much more than that, and Harvard apparently made the decision recently to reduce that to about two years and accept some applicants straight out of undergraduate studies.

But what is the use of a few years of experience, especially when it is not managerial? Can that install the necessary depth of understanding about how organizations work and what management means?

Imagine dropping a young MBA student into a classroom of experienced managers, even in a course on a specialized business function such as marketing or finance. So long as the class remains with theory and technique—in other words, remains at a generic level—the student would be fine. But as soon as the discussion turns to application—to nuance and appreciation—the student would be lost. In this respect, a classroom full of such students is always lost. “If you know how to design a great motorcycle engine,” quipped Richard Rumelt, a professor of strategy at UCLA, “I can teach you all you need to know about strategy in a few days. If you have a Ph.D. in strategy, years of labor are unlikely to give you ability to design great new motorcycle engines.”
Business is about motorcycle engines: strategy is the means; motorcycle  engines are the end. Conventional MBA programs are about strategy in the absence of motorcycle engines.
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WRONG TIME?

 


Of course, this lack of experience suggests that the problem is not the wrong people so much as the wrong time. Do MBA programs teach the right people at the wrong time?

I think not, for two reasons. First, too early can make the right people wrong. Giving them a questionable impression of managing can distort how they practice it subsequently. Chapters 4 and 5 present some evidence on this. My colleague Jonathan Gosling has made an intriguing suggestion in this regard. The MBA appeals to people who are just gaining their independence from family and roots. Going “global,” for example, sounds good to them. Yet management is about something quite the opposite—namely, the acceptance of responsibility. So MBA programs may be inadvertently encouraging an attitude of independence that is fundamentally antithetical to the responsible practice of management.

Second, I argue that MBA programs by their very nature attract many of the wrong people—too impatient, too analytical, too much need to control. These characteristics together with the MBA credential may get them into managerial positions. But with what consequences?
That is the subject of Chapters 3 through 6.

 



THE APPLICATIONS CHARADE

 


At the time of this initial writing, with a great deal of publicity and considerable help from McKinsey & Company, a new business school was being set up in India. The Indian magazine Businessworld (Gupta 2000) reported on its application criteria: “Students must be smart team players with proven leadership qualities and two years of work experience.”
How to select for such “proven” leadership qualities after only two years? “Selection criteria: GMAT scores, college performance, extra curricular and work experience.”

This is typical of how people get into MBA programs. In the first instance, they select themselves, presumably in the belief that leading is better than following (and pays better). In fact, many people apply to MBA programs not just to move up but to move out—to find a better job  somewhere else; in other words, to get away from the source of whatever limited experience they do have. Should that be telling us something?

15
The business schools choose from this pool. They select from among these self-selected leaders. The schools may look for evidence of leadership potential (e.g., posts held in extracurricular clubs, etc.), but when they boast about the quality of their students, they almost inevitably cite GMAT scores and grade point averages. Nicely numerical, all these— the business schools’ own bottom lines. But do they measure managerial potential?

GMAT stands for Graduate Management Admission Test, and it assess one’s ability to give fast answers to little numerical and verbal problems (e.g., “If Mario was 32 years old 8 years ago, how old was he x years ago? (A) x – 40, (B) x – 24, (C) 40 – x, (D) 24 – x, (E) 24 + x”
[GMAT 2000]). This is accompanied by an analytical writing task. Since how well you do depends on how well everyone else does, you had better prepare by buying a special book or taking a special course, because that is what everyone else is doing. “Take [the Kaplan exam preparation program] and get the score you need to get into the school you want,” claims one big provider on its Web site (2003). So instead of practicing management, the would-be manager practices tests.

Good managers are certainly intelligent, and the GMAT certainly measures intelligence, at least formalized intelligence. But nonmanagers can be intelligent, too, as are no small number of dreadful managers. So the GMAT constitutes a useful but insufficient screening device, more useful, in fact, to identify successful students than successful managers.
The latter have to exhibit all kinds of other characteristics that are not measured by such scores—indeed, many that are not adequately measured by any scores.

An MBA student at my own university once reproached me for having mentioned intuition in regard to the selection of MBA students.
How can you possibly select for intuition, he insisted, when you can’t even measure it? How indeed. Another asked whether the use of judgment in the selection process would not introduce bias. Sure, I replied, because bias is the other side of judgment. The best way to get rid of bias is to get rid of judgment. MBA programs that rely on these numerical scores get rid of judgment, and so, too, do they get rid of assessing managerial potential. In the process, they introduce their own bias—for science over art and craft.

Sure, the schools need some way to select the right people. But not from a pool of the wrong people. And not by the use of superfluous criteria. There is another way to select, which will be discussed in  Chapter 9: from a pool of practicing managers, based on their demonstrated success as managers.
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THE WILL TO MANAGE VERSUS 
THE ZEST FOR BUSINESS

 


In a classic Harvard Business Review article published over three decades ago, “The Myth of the Well-Educated Manager,” Sterling Livingston (1971:84) wrote that many people who “aspire to high-level managerial positions . . . lack the ‘will to manage.’” Not the need to manage but the will to manage. They “are not motivated to manage.
They are motivated to earn high salaries and to attain high status.”

Successful managing, in Livingston’s opinion, is not about one’s own success but about fostering success in others. “Universities and business organizations that select managerial candidates on the basis of their records as individual performers often pick the wrong [people] to develop as managers. . . . Fewer and fewer [management graduates] are willing to make the sacrifices required to learn management from the bottom up; increasingly, they hope to step in at the top from positions where they observe, analyze, and advise.” Interesting words from 1971!

Some of these applicants do have another important characteristic, which Alfred North Whitehead, in another important article about business schools, published in 1932, labeled the “zest for business” (which is not the same as the zest for riches). Business schools have been effective at encouraging people with that zest and sometimes at encouraging others to get it; that may be their most important contribution to the economy. But they have also allowed this zest for business to be confused with that will to manage. In a sense, the former is about getting the most out of resources; the latter is about taping the energy of people.
(That people have become “human resources” in business schools and so much business practice is further evidence of this problem.)

As shown in Figure 1.1, there are people who have both the will to manage and the zest for business, just as there are people who have neither. The former would seem most suitable for leadership positions in large corporations, just as the latter are suitable for no leadership positions. Those who have the will but not the zest may be suitable for public and social sector organizations.

The problem is in the remaining box, with those who have the zest for business but not the will to manage. Such people are numerous in MBA programs. They may make good investment bankers, financial analysts, or consultants, which is what many of them in fact became(a famous one is discussed in the accompanying box), but often in the hope of running big corporations. I cite evidence in Chapter 4 suggesting that a surprising number of those who succeed in that hope fail in those positions. They should have remained where they were or else run their own small businesses (although other evidence cited there suggests that the record of MBAs as entrepreneurs is not strong). 
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FIGURE 1.1 
Business or Management?







NOT MUCH WILL TO MANAGE, BUT
 PLENTY OF ZEST FOR BUSINESS!

 

 

“I didn’t know what to do after the Navy. I didn’t have any better idea than doing an MBA,” said one holder of this degree, from Stanford (quoted in Crainer and Dearlove 1999:78). Not much will to manage, apparently. But he certainly did have a zest for business. He didn’t end up as a manager. But he did do well in his chosen field, gaining great fame and making much money. His name is Tom Peters.





“[T]he MBA degree is not a magic wand that transforms inexperienced and immature undergraduates into licensed managers.” So said Arnoud de Meyer et al. (1992:28), as head of the Insead MBA program.
His counterparts, however, have generally thought otherwise. “This program is designed to develop high-potential managers,” claims the University of Virginia Darden School on its Web site (2003). The Baruch  School in New York describes business schools as “incubators for the business leaders of tomorrow.” And a faculty member of that new school in India said, “We will be interviewing people with the notion that we are training them to be managers” (Gupta 2000:53–54).
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The business schools take this rhetoric seriously. They welcome people with the zest for business—or for power, or for riches—assume they have the will to manage, fill them up with courses on finance, marketing, and so forth, sprinkled with a few about management (not on managing), and then tell them that they are ready to manage. If the schools take this seriously, then why shouldn’t the graduates? Most damaging of all, many of the hiring corporations, or at least people in their “human resource” departments, eager for a convenient source of managerial talent, take it seriously, too. It is, to repeat, a sham.

To conclude, we need leaders with human skills, not professionals with academic credentials. In the larger organizations especially, success depends not on what the managers themselves do, as allocators of resources and makers of decisions, so much as on what they help others to do.

So what should I tell Robert, a young man who came to see me about doing an MBA? It is with this question, discussed in the accompanying box, that I conclude this first chapter.

 




WHAT SHOULD I TELL ROBERT?

 

 

Robert came to see me, the son of an old friend. He wanted to do an MBA. Where should he go?

That question comes up all the time. Bright young people, bored with a year or two of full-time work and looking for a better position somewhere else, see the MBA as a launching device. And I always give the same answer: Earn your leadership. Find an industry you like, get to know it, prove your potential, and practice management.
Then get educated in management. Conventional MBA programs, I tell them, are a waste of time for managerial work; in fact, they can distort true managerial potential.

The eyes always glaze over at this point. No one actually says, “I came to find out which school to go to and you tell me this,” but that is what seems to be on their minds. Instead, they say (in good years), “But look what awaits me if I get an MBA from a good school: a big salary, an important job, recruiters falling all over me, maybe even a signing bonus like a football star—the fast track, the good life.”
How could I tell Robert not to do the MBA?
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Don’t worry. I haven’t done any harm in all this, because I doubt that a single one ever took my advice. They were all intent (as was I at that stage) to do the degree.

Until Joe came along. Same question. Same answer. But Joe’s eyes didn’t glaze over. At least he left wondering.

I’ve stayed in touch with Joe for several years now. A few months later he was accepted at a good business school. He decided not to go. Instead, he changed jobs. He loves his new work, he told me, and is learning a lot. He has doubts about the MBA now and is considering other options for further education.

Maybe there is hope.
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WRONG WAYS 

The secondhandedness of the learned world 
is the secret to its mediocrity. 
—ALFRED NORTH WHITEHEAD 





There are no right ways to develop the wrong people. We could, therefore, stop here and have a really short chapter. But the problem goes much deeper; and so does this chapter and those that follow. The MBA programs not only fail to develop managers but give their students a false impression of managing that, when put into practice, is undermining our organizations and our societies. Indeed, the ways of the MBA—the contents of the programs and the methods by which they are taught—are so entrenched that they are regularly used, with similar consequences, for the right people—namely, practicing managers in so-called Executive MBA and shorter management development programs.

In this chapter, I will discuss how MBAs are educated, first the content of these programs and then the methods used. I will consider the dysfunctional consequences of this education on management practice in the next chapters. But first a brief review of the history of business education, which will help explain why business schools today use the content and methods they do.

21
 



A BRIEF HISTORY OF BUSINESS EDUCATION




Business education began on a rather positive note but later deteriorated up to the 1950s, when some remarkable changes began to take place.
We live with these changes today.



THE FORMATIVE YEARS 



Business education is usually traced back to the University of Pennsylvania, which set up a bachelors program in business in 1881, thanks to the efforts of businessman Joseph Wharton. In a paper on the origins of business education (see also Redlich 1957), J. C. Spender (1997) argues otherwise, tracing this effort back to the Prussian school of bureaucratic statecraft, which developed an agenda that sounds very much like business schools today: “the application of the scientific method, meaning rigorous measurement, data collection, record keeping, statistical analysis and the development of rational-legal modes of order, decision-making and control over social activities” (13). Something akin to cases was also used, as well as field studies, and a debate arose over “whether such training should be for administrative technicians, staffers, or business leaders,” which continues to this day—and in this book.

Joseph Wharton was an American businessman who learned German and visited Prussia. He is thought to have carried these ideas straight into his proposal for the business school that bears his name. He criticized the “learning by doing” (Sass 1982:22) common in the American commercial colleges of the day, and he insisted that the University of Pennsylvania curriculum include accounting, mercantile law, and economics; soon after, finance and statistics were added. When Edmund James, who did his doctorate in Germany, became dean in 1887, “The Wharton School was well under way” (Spender 1997:20) in Prussian tradition.
“[E]mphasis shifted over the years that followed,” but Sass [1982:294] records that when he accepted the Deanship in 1972 Donald Carroll embraced the school’s original Jamesian vision (Spender 1997:21).

22



ENTER THE MBA     Dartmouth College was the first school to offer a masters degree in business, in 1900, when it “allowed a few undergraduates  . . . [to extend] their . . . course work by an additional year” (Schlossman et al. 1994:6). Harvard University followed in 1908 with the first program called a Master of Business Administration (which the president’s office apparently referred to as an “ugly label” [Heaton 1968:71]). Stanford introduced the second in 1925, although undergraduate education in business had by then been firmly established in the United States. (The American Association of [now Association to Advance] Collegiate Schools of Business [AACSB], later to become the accrediting agency, was established in 1916.)

But neither Harvard nor Stanford had an easy time, having “to contend with unenthusiastic sponsors from the business community, boisterous and skeptical students, and jealous and cynical university colleagues and trustees,” not to mention financial troubles (Schlossman et al. 1994:9–10). Thirty-three students enrolled in the Harvard MBA program in 1908; only eight returned for the second year. Four MBA degrees were granted in 1919 (15, 17).

Interestingly, “the principal impetus for [this] university-based business education” came from academics—“economists, psychologists, sociologists, and political scientists”—most of whom “lacked firsthand knowledge about business and, indeed had few ties to businessmen.”1 Nevertheless, “they were confident that they could discover an underlying ‘science’ of business, convey that science to the future leaders of corporate America, and thereby develop a new profession of management.” Even at Harvard, “All four founders were academics with limited business experience” (10, 11), including Edwin Gay, the first dean, who had also done his doctoral thesis in Germany.




THE ADVENT OF CASES     Early on, there were “two competing themes,” one based on “general knowledge about business conduct,” the other, “specialized knowledge about operations of specific industries.” Harvard, for example, had required courses in principles of accounting, commercial law, and economic resources of the United States, as well as electives in fields such as banking and railroad operations (Schlossman et al. 1994:13, 14).

Mostly the lecture method was favored at Harvard, except in commercial law, where examples were taken from public court decisions.
Gradually this use of examples became more widespread and was seen  as giving rise to the case study method. But the real impetus for the widespread use of cases seems to have come from a Chicago businessman named Arch Shaw. He first used them in the undergraduate business program at Northwestern University and subsequently approached Gay (Gleeson et al. 1993:15). Cases first entered the Harvard MBA in a second-year required course called Business Policy, which became part of the curriculum in 1912. Individual businessmen were invited to present and discuss “a problem from [their] own desk.” Two days later, “each student handed in a written report embodying his analysis of the problem and his recommended solution,” which the businessman subsequently discussed with the class (Copeland 1954:33). The students apparently liked this, but the use of cases was not to spread until after World War I, under a new dean named Wallace Donham, a banker.
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Donham later remarked about his arrival, “I had no theoretical knowledge of business, and my faculty, I found, had little practical knowledge of business. It was a difficult problem to fit the two together” (in Gleeson et al. 1993:17). Shaw’s idea solved Donham’s problem, and another as well: pressures from the students, who “stomp[ed] their feet when lectures became boring.” Donham named Copeland, “a notoriously poor lecturer and a victim of foot-stomping protests,” to run Harvard’s Bureau of Business Research and “told [him] to convert it from statistical data to case collection.” Copeland converted his marketing course, too, and “miraculously, the foot stomping stopped” (18).

Donham did not force others to use the method, but Harvard’s “enormously successful effort to mass produce cases created considerable pressure on the faculty to include them, and by the mid-1920s cases had infiltrated most courses” (Gleeson et al. 1993:18), where they remain today. (At Northwestern, meanwhile, where the administration “never took a formal position on the case method,” the use of cases “remained [and remains] highly individualized” [Gleeson et al.1993:25].)





CASES FOR THE SAKE OF THEORY Donham “assumed that cases would be used to introduce theoretical issues . . . [in a] palatable, downto-earth manner.” He also believed that the writing of cases “would encourage the generation of theory.” In fact, he described the case study as “simply a method of interesting the student,” with “no magic,” just a way to carry the student “much farther into theory” (Gleeson et al. 1993:31). His faculty, however, had other ideas and took the school’s use of cases somewhere else, where it remained for most of the rest of the century and, to a considerable extent, today.
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According to Gleeson et al., three groups comprised the faculty.
First, the industry specialists, often prominent businessmen, taught the popular courses on specific industries, many of which Donham managed to eliminate. Second, the functional specialists, in areas such as marketing, finance, and production, were encouraged by Donham in his early years to combat this industry specialization. He insisted, largely in vain, that they discuss their functional problems “within the context of the entire firm.” Finally, the “homegrown” faculty came in as case writers (often having used them to get the new doctoral degree). They saw cases differently, “as being most valuable when they encouraged students to abandon the search for theory and to learn how to make realistic and difficult decisions on their own” (32). Donham tried to counter this third group by reducing the expenditures on case writing (by almost two-thirds) and by promoting social science research, involving in the school such illustrious scholars as Elton Mayo, Joseph Schumpeter, and Talcott Parsons. But his was a losing cause: “Generalizable business theories did not spring forth from the case studies” (33).

So early on the stage was set for the great debate of business education: the theory of the original Wharton, rooted in scholarship, versus the practice of Harvard, rooted in experience, ostensibly that “learning by doing” so roundly criticized by Joseph Wharton. Yet a look at the courses offered by Harvard, from the outset, gives cause to wonder whether these differences in approach were all that significant.




ON TO MARKET SUCCESS AND ACADEMIC FAILURE From these origins, the business schools rose to prominence in the United States. From about 40 in 1915, the next ten years saw the addition of 143 more (Cheit 1975:91); 110 masters degrees were granted in 1920, 1,017 in 1932, and 3,357 in 1948 (Gordon and Howell 1959:21).

But the academic quality did not follow. Harvard persisted with its case studies (and by 1949 had graduated almost half of all MBAs [Aaronson 1992:168]), but most schools descended into a kind of dark age of business education. “By the end of the 1930s . . . much of [Stanford’s] graduate program was perilously close” to undergraduate studies (Gleeson et al. 1993:35), while Columbia experienced “the triumph of vocationalism”—the teaching of “job specific skills” (Aaronson 1992:163, 164). At Wharton, professors more interested in consulting than researching “conspired with the practical concerns of job-conscious students to frustrate Joseph Wharton’s broad intentions”
(Mast 2001:297). Management itself was taught in business schools as a collection of vague principles, akin to folk wisdom—for example, that  the manager’s span of control should not exceed seven. (See Simon’s [1957] critique of these principles.) “By the late 1940s, the inability of even such elite institutions as Harvard, Stanford, Columbia, and Chicago to respond to the clarion call for a new type of manager was obvious.” Business was changing rapidly, but “the knowledge available to students through both textbooks and cases” was not (Schlossman et al. 1994:3).
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THE RETURN TO ACADEMIC RESPECTABILITY




THE CARNEGIE MONASTERY The Irish monastery of the business school Dark Age was a remarkable place in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, called the Graduate School of Industrial Administration (GSIA) at the Carnegie Institute of Technology (now Carnegie Mellon University).
GSIA did not, however, keep the light of academia shining so much as turn it back on in the 1950s.

The precipitating event was the 1946 hiring of an economist named George Leland Bach, after wartime service in the Federal Reserve, to restart Carnegie’s economics department. Bach brought in William Cooper from the field of Operations Research (mathematical applications to systems problems), which had become prominent in wartime applications, and they hired Herbert A. Simon, a brilliant young political scientist, to direct the undergraduate program in business. Zalaznick (1968) later wrote in Fortune magazine that Simon’s hiring “was a signal to the academic community that a business school might be an appropriate place in which to work on . . . profound . . . if less immediately relevant” problems (206).

Pressures were building during the Cold War to improve U.S. management capabilities, and when a grant of almost $6 million came from William Lorimer Mellon to endow a new school of industrial administration at Carnegie, Bach became its first dean, bringing along his economics department.

The vision was clear from the outset (and not unrelated to the original German and Wharton efforts, let alone some of Donham’s unrealized beliefs):




	 Systematic research matters; teaching follows. “Research was their fundamental engine of progress” (Gleeson and Schlossman 1995:14).

	26Research should be descriptive above all, especially to understand .business and organizations; prescription could follow, in practice.
	 Such research should be rooted in a set of underlying disciplines, notably economics, psychology, and mathematics. These should also be central to masters-level courses as well as being the foundations of such business functions as finance, marketing, and accounting.
	 The classroom is a place to ground the students in the skills of analytical problem solving, in the style of operations research, or “management science.”
	 Particular attention should be given to doctoral studies, to stimulate research and have the graduates carry these ideas to other schools.


One thing, however, did not much figure in all of this: the development of managers. GSIA was more concerned about getting the academic house in order and its professors properly respected. So it had to look inward, to its status in the university, not outward, to the needs of practicing managers. But this was a problem not so much ignored as assumed away, as it has been ever since: that properly respectable academic schools would produce properly practicing managers. Besides, if to manage is to make good decisions, then developing students’ analytic skills could only improve the practice of management.

The GSIA faculty researched a remarkably broad and interesting set of issues, but never those just discussed. They never tested their own assumptions. Indeed, over time they retreated into the disciplines, and management (called administration), which had been the focus of early attempts at integration, simply disappeared. 

GSIA in those years staffed itself with people—very smart people— educated largely in the social science disciplines. Bach was an economist; Simon, a political scientist; Cooper, a statistician. All became famous, as did many of their subsequent hires: Richard Cyert, economics; James March, political science; Harold Levitt, psychology; Allan Newell, mathematics; Franco Modigliani and Morton Miller, economics/finance. (The last two together, and Simon, separately, eventually won the Economics Prize named for Alfred Nobel.) Bach described GSIA (in Gleeson and Schlossman 1995:13, 23) as a “hardball place,” with “no room for second-rate work,” where “everyone debated everything.” Well, almost everything.
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Most important, GSIA faculty worked together, integrating around the disciplines as well as the newly emerging information technology of the computer. Some of their most important work focused on organizations. Although important work on them had been done earlier, notably by Max Weber, the great German sociologist (see Gerth and Mills 1958), GSIA, led especially by Simon, put “organization theory” on the map (see especially Simon 1947, 1957; March and Simon 1958; and Cyert and March 1963; see also the Starbuck review, 2002).

With the faltering of the other business schools, GSIA became the great hope. Here was academic respectability for the offering, fully upto-date, with computers and mathematics. This could not only link the schools with established academic disciplines but also make them centers for the integration of some work in those disciplines. GSIA most certainly did this, at least in its early years. Its research output and conceptual insights, across psychology and economics, especially about organizations, were extraordinary: GSIA during the 1950s was undoubtedly the most exciting center of scholarship that has ever been seen in a business school. And it leveraged that effort to produce a steady stream of doctoral students who eventually had enormous influence on other business schools, many as deans.




THE TURNING POINT OF 1959 When two major studies were commissioned in the late 1950s to consider the dire straits of the American business schools, one by the Ford Foundation (Gordon and Howell 1959), the other by the Carnegie Corporation (Pierson 1959), it should come as no surprise that GSIA served as their model. In fact, Bach was closely associated with both reports (Gleeson and Schlossman 1995:26) and contributed a chapter to the Pierson report that argued for “analytical, rational” decision making as the key to management education (Bach 1959).

Gordon and Howell (1959) describe business education as “gnawed by doubts and harassed by the barbs of unfriendly critics,” finding “itself at the foot of the academic table. . . . They search for academic respectability, while most of them continue to engage in unrespectable vocational training” (4). The proposed solution was “a sophisticated command of analytical and research tools derived from the fundamental disciplines,” as well as “[s]ound training in the physical and social sciences and mathematics and statistics, combined with the ability to apply these tools to business problems” (100, italics added), supplemented by cases and the like to “give the student some limited experience in dealing with the kinds of problems he will encounter in the business world”
(135–36, italics added). The report also called for “releasing more faculty time for scholarly activity and formal research” (391), and it urged business schools to develop closer cooperation with the underlying disciplines, by “seeking to interest more behavioral scientists, mathematicians, and statisticians in business problems” and offering “more training in these related areas for doctoral candidates . . . [and] present faculty members” (392).
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The Pierson report conveyed much the same message, with perhaps more concern for integration among the various subjects, talking of increased “academic standards,” “serious academic work” (ix), and “the prime role” for research (xv). The assumption once again, as articulated later by Whitley (1995), was that “research . . . would produce general scientific knowledge, which could be directly applied to . . . managerial tasks. Effective managers could thus be ‘made’ through formal university training programs” (81). But the report referred to business and businessmen more than managing and managers—which has proved to be an important distinction.

If ever words on paper have rendered significant changes, these two reports are certainly examples. Their spirit and much of their specific content (save their calls for what we now call “soft skills” and for integration across the functions) were widely adopted by business schools across the United States and then around the world. (The Ford Foundation also injected $35 million between 1954 and 1966 to create “centers of excellence” at Carnegie, Stanford, and a few other schools [Mast 2001:9].) The pendulum thus swung with a vengeance, from the practical to the academic—indeed, to the very place where Joseph Wharton had tried to secure it almost a century earlier.

Like the Phoenix, the business schools thus arose from their own ashes. Stanford, for example, having been in “stalemate” between 1945 and 1958, “the epitome of what [the] reformers sought to replace,”
“was transformed” and captured a leading role in the vanguard of what Gleeson (1997:8, 22) has called “the New Look,” as did Wharton itself.

With these changes came “new academic respect on campus” (Cheit 1985:46). Research came to the forefront, and doctoral programs flourished as business schools took their place alongside the accepted professional schools and scientific disciplines. The U.S. government even issued a commemorative postage stamp in 1981 (Cheit 1985:46–47) to honor the one-hundredth anniversary of Joseph Wharton’s initiative. It read “Professional Management.”




RESEARCH YES, BUT TEACHING? That stamp should have read “Business Research” (except who would have bought it?), for it was in research  that these two reports brought about their revolution. While management hardly became a profession—or, indeed, received much attention in the business schools at all—research, especially in the functions of business, flourished. Scholars from all sorts of backgrounds gathered in business schools to address issues of marketing, finance, analysis, human behavior in organizations, and so on.
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James March, who went to the Stanford Business School some years after he left Carnegie, has made a case for the importance of such research, but with an interesting twist. Hardly one to avoid provoking, March claimed not only that the business school’s “primary role” is to produce research (“contribute to knowledge”) but that this beneficially happens through the “subterfuge” of “[l]arge expenditures on research . . . concealed within the rhetoric and accounting of education” (in Schmotter 1995:59).

MBA students could hardly be expected to embrace March’s point.
Indeed, some early GSIA students themselves described their colleagues as having become “skeptical” about the “professional relevance” of the faculty’s research agenda: At a “1958 conference . . . devoted to learning about recent faculty investigations, it became apparent that the alumni no longer cared much—and perhaps never had cared—about the school’s research output” (quoted in Schmotter 1995:140).

But no matter: With the MBA’s newfound respectability, enrollment took off. From 4,041 business masters degrees granted in the United States in 1958 (most of these MBAs) and 6,375 in 1964, the numbers more than doubled in the next two years, to 12,998. Ten years later, in 1976, they reached 42,654. The year after that, Forbes magazine called the MBA “second in esteem only to the coveted Doctor of Medicine as a passport to the good life” (quoted in Cheit 1985:46). The numbers continued to grow rapidly, although not at that pace. By 1997–1998, they passed the 100,000 mark (AACSB Web site, November 2001).2 At this rate, the United States alone now produces upwards of a million people per decade who believe that they have the capacity to manage by virtue of having spent two years in an academic school of business. It is to this unexamined yet flourishing proportion that we now turn.
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QUESTIONING THE CONTENT




When a pendulum swings too far in one direction, its inertia generally sends it swinging back the other way. Not so the business school pendulum, which has been stuck in one direction for almost half a century.

Pierson wrote in his 1959 report:



If business schools in increasing numbers move in the . . . direction [prescribed], the charge will doubtless be made that their work would soon become too academic, and thus lose much of its value in terms of specific career training. Again, viewed against the record to date, the likelihood that this will occur is remote indeed. (xiii) 



Too bad Pierson could not have assessed this concern against the record to come, for it has proved to be not remote but prophetic.
“[H]ow strong is the gravitational pull of ‘respectability,’” Murray (1988:71) wrote, even if “the only business that could seem to benefit [from such attitudes] would be the business school business!” In correcting the earlier problems, these two 1959 reports created other ones.





THE DOMINATION OF THE BUSINESS FUNCTIONS

 


The business school most often ranked top in the popular magazine polls at the time this was first written in its MBA brochure for 2000– 2002, “Wharton has top-ranked departments in more areas than any other business school, including finance, entrepreneurship, insurance and risk management, marketing, real estate, and business law.” Everything but management!

 


UP WENT THE WALLS Carnegie may have focused on the social science disciplines, seeking to integrate them around concerns of “administration,” but something happened on its way to other business schools.
Indeed, something happened on Carnegie’s own way to the future. After a few years, the seams of this hoped-for integration began to split, soon to metamorphose into walls. By the “early 1960s, GSIA’s various intellectual groups had boiled down to two main camps . . . the economists  . . . [and] a loose combination of organizational theorists and management scientists,” with a “profound” rift between them (Gleeson and Schlossman 1995:29). Bach resigned the deanship in 1962 and not long after left for the Stanford Business School.3 After Simon withdrew to the psychology department and Modigliani left the university, the rift grew wider.
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More significant, perhaps, as the walls went up in other schools, much as at GSIA, the social science disciplines came down. In some places, such as Wharton (Sass 1982:289), they departed to other parts of the university; in others, they were absorbed into the business functions (even if they sometimes dominated them, most notably the economists of finance). Soon these functions came to dominate the business schools, around which all its activities were organized. And as these functions became increasingly powerful, they also became increasingly disconnected from each other. Today, as such, they are rock solid in the business schools. Each pushes its own angle, its own content, its own biases, and, at the limit, its own ideology: “shareholder value” in finance, worker “empowerment” in organizational behavior, “customer service” in marketing, and so forth. Students are consequently left with what Whitehead (1983) once called the “passive reception of disconnected ideas” (2,11).




THE BUSINESS SCHOOL AS A COALITION OF FUNCTIONAL INTERESTS Almost everything done in almost every business school today takes place in terms of the specialized functions, whether an idea researched, a program designed, a course taught, or a professor hired. This has less to do with any proven best way to manage or even to conduct business than with the structure of the business school itself. Each functional department gets a piece of the action.

This is not to say that business schools do not teach material that cuts across the specialized functions, only that they do so within particular functions. So collaborative teamworking, for example, gets taught within organizational behavior, without collaboration or teamworking, and new product development gets taught in marketing or else in strategy, with the result that the schools rarely engage in new product development of their own. We know about the dangers of doing such things in business practice—indeed, we teach about these dangers—while we succumb to them in our own practice. As businesses work valiantly to bust down the walls between their “silos,” business schools work valiantly to reinforce them. Business schools teach a great deal about managing change, notably that it has to get past the existing categories.
Yet because business schools themselves cannot, they remain more or less where the two foundation reports of 1959 put them.
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FIGURE 2.1 
Concept of the Business School Inherited from GSIA 


 
The genius of the original GSIA was its work across the disciplines and functions. As depicted in Figure 2.1, the disciplines were the roots, and research as well as the very notion of business and organization, (also administration, or management?) comprised the trunk, feeding out to the business functions, as branches. Now each of these branches has taken root on its own and stands apart from the others.

33





AND WHATEVER HAPPENED TO MANAGEMENT?




Business managers certainly have to understand the business functions. At the very least, the functions constitute a need-to-know “language of business.” Moreover, especially for students with work experience in a single function (e.g., sales or production), classroom exposure to all the functions can broaden their understanding of the practice of business.
But the practice of business is not the same as the practice of management. Management is not marketing plus finance plus accounting and so forth. It is about these things, but it is not these things. Pour each of these functions, of a different color, into that empty vessel called an MBA student, stir lightly, and you end up with a set of specialized stripes, not a blended manager.

In 1984, Leonard Sayles wrote an important yet forgotten article entitled “Whatever Happened to Management . . . or Why the Dull Stepchild?” It expressed surprise that management was not taught in the management schools. Harvard still had its required course called “Business Policy,” introduced in 1912, but Stanford dropped the one it had offered in the 1930s, and a number of the other prestigious schools, such as MIT, had none.4

That problem was eventually solved, too, much like the others.
Courses come to be offered about management, initially often called “Business Policy,” after the Harvard course.5 But they hardly taught management.6 They were touted as “capstone,” or integrative, courses, but they hardly accomplished such integration and, in that respect at least, were soon gone.
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HOW MANAGEMENT BECAME STRATEGY These courses about management were not so much eliminated as converted to something more compatible with the rest of the MBA curriculum. And ironically (or perhaps not), the replacement, right up the alley of the theory-oriented business schools, came from Harvard.

Michael Porter received an MBA from the Harvard Business School and then crossed the river to do his doctorate in the economics department before returning as a professor in 1973. In 1980, he published Competitive Strategy, offering a solid if narrow analytical framework, and it took the policy courses by storm. The book quickly displaced the popular Business Policy text by Porter’s colleague (originally Learned et al. [1965], but including Porter in the 1982 edition by Christensen et al.), made up primarily of cases, with some basic text dating mostly back to 1965.

Strategy combines missions and markets, products and process into some coherent “theory of the business,” to use Drucker’s (1994) phrase. Surely, then, it must be about synthesis. But not in Porter’s view. “I favor a set of analytic techniques to develop strategy,” he wrote in The Economist in 1987. Analytic techniques to analyze strategy, perhaps, or to feed information into the strategy process. But analytic techniques to develop strategy? Chief among these were what Porter called “industry analysis” and “competitive analysis.” The book also contained a great deal of text that was remarkably reductionist in nature (checklist upon checklist). Moreover, for Porter in that book, strategies were not ideas to be invented so much as categories to be selected. He wrote at length about “generic strategies.”

What all of this did, of course, was take strategy exactly where earlier efforts had taken marketing, finance, and other functions—to a place compatible with what business schools had generally become:
Porter taught the business schools to develop analysts, not strategists.
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For obvious reasons, the business schools embraced Porter’s view. Even Harvard embraced it (although not without considerable conflict, which forced Porter and his followers to break away from what had come to be called the General Management group and to form a new one, called Competition and Strategy). MBA students loved it, too: Here, finally, was some real analysis under the guise of management, something they could sink their analytical teeth into, and that would give them an advantage over experience, especially as consultants. At Harvard, Porter’s book became the basis for a first-year required course and an extremely popular second-year elective. By 2000, after eighty-eight years in the Harvard MBA curriculum, the required “Business Policy” course was gone (and a second required course in finance was added!).

Professors of management the world over embraced Porter’s approach, too. It allowed them to gain the respect of their functional colleagues, by dropping soft management in favor of hard analysis. It also provided them with a new basis to do respectable research. Instead of writing stories about strategy—cases in one way or another—strategy professors could analyze the hard data of industries to hypothesize about which generic strategies worked best where. So as policy metamorphosed into strategy, and strategy later into “Strategic Management,” the field mushroomed as never before, with new courses and new journals, the latter ever more academic. Indeed, the new problem for the field was success: Colleagues in other functions adopted the word strategy, as well as many of Porter’s uses of it, every which way— in marketing strategy, financial strategy, IT strategy, and so forth—to the point where the “strategy” people began to feel besieged on all sides.




MANAGEMENT AS YET ANOTHER FUNCTION It is important to appreciate exactly what this meant. With this shift from policy to strategy, and from concern for synthesis to focus on analysis, the one field in the business school that was supposed to be about general management itself became narrowly specialized. The very label “Strategic Management” implies that the management of strategy is something apart from management itself (another form of reductionism that has proven terribly destructive in practice, as I shall argue later). In other words, management found its place in the contemporary school of business by becoming yet another specialized function—in other words, by disappearing once again.

As a consequence, these days if you are interested in teaching and researching about management, you may have difficulty finding a job in a business school. The old functions won’t want you, and the new function of strategic management may shun you as well. Of course, there is  always “organizational behavior.” But this area has not always shown great interest in management, either; for example, research on the practice of managing itself remains rare—let alone on the behavior of organizations. For organizational behavior is mostly about the behavior of people in organizations. Indeed, it has often become functional in recent years, too. As “human resources” have replaced people in its lexicon, “human resource management” has replaced organizational behavior (Costea 2000:146).
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To conclude, the typical business school today is about specialization, not integration, concerned with the business functions, not the practice of managing. Courses exist about management, but they are not particularly mainstream. There have been continuous efforts to have more of them, but as shall be discussed later, they have not met with great success.

Does this mean that managerial skills are absent from the MBA curriculum? Not quite. And that brings us to the heart of the problem.





MANAGEMENT BY ANALYSIS




That old joke about the MBA standing for management by analysis is no joke at all.

Analysis means “the process of separating something into its constituent elements” (New Oxford Dictionary of English). Indeed, the word analysis itself comes from a Greek root meaning to unloosen. Separating things into parts, unloosening them from the whole, is what MBA programs are about. Business becomes a collection of functions; strategy, a set of generic strategies and competitive analyses; even people become analytical things. Here is what a popular organizational behavior textbook out of Harvard had to say about people:



[W]e view human resources as social capital. The implication is that the development of work-force capabilities, attitudes, and international relations must be thought of within an investment paradigm. . . . As with other investment decisions, a long-term perspective, sometimes well beyond the current accounting period, is required. (Beer et al., 1985:12, 13) 


NO SYNTHESIS IN ANALYSIS The danger of breaking things apart, as Humpty Dumpty discovered to his chagrin, is that it may not be possible to put them back together. Business schools have not been able to put things back together again because that has to happen in context— in specific situations.
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Synthesis is the very essence of management. Within their own contexts, managers have to put things together in the form of coherent visions, unified organizations, integrated systems, and so forth. That is what makes management so difficult, and so interesting. It’s not that managers don’t need analysis; rather, it’s that they need it as an input to synthesis, and that is the hard part. Teaching analysis devoid of synthesis thus reduces management to a skeleton of itself. This is equivalent to considering the human body as a collection of bones: Nothing holds it together, no sinew or muscle, no flesh or blood, no spirit or soul. Accordingly, Mastering Management, a book produced as a kind of composite MBA in conjunction with Wharton, The London Business School, and IMD, opens with the following statement:


Mastering Management is about general management but that subject itself is not covered as such since general management is the synthesis of many management functions, such as accounting and marketing, which are covered in their own right in other modules of Mastering Management. (Financial Times 1997:3) 


Even if we were to accept this silly claim, the question remains of where the synthesis comes from. The usual, dismissive, answer is the students: They will put it together. Think of this as the IKEA model of management education: The schools supply the pieces, neatly cut to size; the students do the assembly. Unfortunately, the schools don’t supply instructions. Worse still, the pieces don’t fit together. They may look neat, but in fact they are cut every which way. And the students don’t know what to build, because that depends on the situation, and in the classroom there is no situation, or else several a day in cases. Real management is closer to playing with Lego blocks—there is an infinite number of ways to assemble the pieces, and the interesting structures take time to build.

And so we have this comment from a business school dean, that the prominent consulting firm in which he used to work “officially gave up on the notion that graduates of the Harvard Business School or Stanford knew anything more about thinking integratively about business problems than a Swarthmore or Amherst or Williams undergraduate in philosophy” (Roger Martin of the University of Toronto, interviewed in the Financial Times, September 11, 2000). He added in another interview, “They were clever and knowledgeable, but had no overarching framework to apply to problems that ran across the academic disciplines they had studied” (in Schachter 1999:51).

There is one MBA program that may have a valid claim to synthesis, and it highlights the problem. At Rochester, everything is built around  economics. “Using the discipline of economics as the basis for studying management permits us to offer the most integrated MBA curriculum of any leading business school.”7 That might well be true; the trouble is that management is not economics! (Even if the dean does claim in his letter that the “school prepares you not just for a job, but for a lifetime career in management.”)
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REDUCING MANAGING TO DECISION MAKING AND DECISION MAKING TO ANALYSISIt is perhaps more reasonable to argue that the practice of managing is not so much excluded from MBA programs as reduced to one particularly narrow dimension of itself: decision making as analysis. To quote a prominent Stanford professor, “I would estimate that about 80% of the MBA curriculum in top-rated American business schools . . . is concerned with just [the] issue of analytic problem-solving”
(Leavitt 1989:37).

One might have expected Carnegie and its followers to reduce managing to decision making. But Harvard did exactly the same thing. For example, that Business Policy textbook referred to earlier (Christensen et al. 1982) repeatedly used the words choice and decision to describe the strategy process, as if creating a strategy is equivalent to making a decision (which it, of course, is in a case study classroom). Even the Harvard Business Review used to describe itself on its cover as “the magazine of decision makers.” As noted earlier, while managers certainly have to make decisions, far more important, especially in large networked organizations of knowledge workers, is what they do to enhance the decision-making capabilities of others.

Reducing managing to decision making is bad enough; reducing decision making to analysis can be far worse. Formally at least, there are various stages in the decision-making process: identifying the issue in the first place, diagnosing its character, finding and inventing possible choices, evaluating them to select one, and seeing that one through to action. Most of these stages are soft (see Mintzberg et al. 1976) and so not amenable to systematic analysis. The one exception is the evaluation of possible choices, so this is where decision–making-treated-as–analysis is focused. It is a narrow view indeed.

In his article on “The Myth of the Well-Educated Manager,” Livingston wrote:


Formal management education programs typically emphasize the development of problem-solving and decision-making skills . . . but give little attention to the development of skills required to find the problems that need to be solved, to plan for the attainment of desired results, or to carry out operating plans once they are made.
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In Livingston’s opinion, this “distort[s] managerial growth” by “overdevelop[ing] an individual’s analytic ability” while leaving his or her “ability to take action and get things done underdeveloped” (89).




REDUCING ANALYSIS TO TECHNIQUE There is a fine line between teaching analysis and promoting technique. That line is crossed when the illustration becomes the application, so that thinking gets reduced to the use of a formula. (A technique might be defined as something that can be used in place of a brain.) There is a great deal of mindless application of techniques these days, especially in North American management practice, and the blame has to be laid on MBA education alongside aggressive consulting, insecure managers, and a superficial business press hungry for easy answers.

MBA programs tend to attract pragmatic people in a hurry: they want the means to leap past others with experience. Techniques—so-called tools—seem to offer that, so this is what many such students demand, and what many of the courses offer: whether portfolio models for financial resources, competitive analyses for strategic resources, or empowerment techniques for human resources. Offer enough of this, and you end up with schools of business technology.

The trouble, here once again, is that technique has to be tied to context—it must be modified for use in a specific situation. Frederick Taylor had it right back in 1908 when he refused a request by the dean of the new Harvard Business School to teach his famous “Scientific Management.” He claimed it could only be learned on the shop floor (Spender 1997:23).

Technique applied with nuance by people immersed in a situation can be very powerful. But technique taught generically, out of context, encourages that “rule of the tool”: Give a little boy a hammer and everything looks like a nail. MBA programs have given their graduates so many hammers that many organizations now look like smashed-up beds of nails.

Think of this as a problem of push. MBA programs push theories, concepts, models, tools, techniques in a disconnected classroom. Management practice, however, is about pull—what is needed in a particular situation. Managers can certainly use a toolbox full of useful techniques—but only if they appreciate when to use each. As the chief executive of a pharmaceutical company told a group of MBA students, “My problem is that when I face a problem, I don’t know what class I’m in.”

40



THE MATHEMATICAL MANAGER? This whole problem of analysis is highlighted by the business schools’ requirements for mathematics. In their 1959 report, Gordon and Howell complained about the many business school students who lack “the mental ability to acquire the analytical tools that are increasingly necessary. These students will never rise far in the business world” (101).

Well, that problem, too, was solved, with a vengeance. To get into, and out of, most reputable MBA programs, you must demonstrate an ability in mathematics. And so the corporate world is crowded with calculating managers.

The assumption behind this—that one cannot be a proper manager without mathematical ability—would come as a great surprise to the legions of managers who have succeeded without that ability. Indeed, it should come as a great surprise to all of us, including the most hard-nosed business school professors, since we all admire many such managers, just as we all know our share of dismal managers who have risen far in the business world with great mathematical skills.

These requirements tell us more about the business schools than about the practice of managing. For one thing, as noted in Chapter 1, mathematics provides a reliable measure of one form of intelligence.
The schools need some measures to select among applicants without managerial experience, even if it tells them nothing about managerial potential. Second, mathematical ability is needed for the teaching of all that analysis and technique, even if this breeds a distorted picture of managing. Thus, Wharton announces on its Web site (2003) that, “All students take a mathematics proficiency exam at the beginning of Pre-Term to ensure they are prepared for the core curriculum.” And if they are not prepared for that, they get another course on “basic arithmetic and algebraic skills . . . and the basic notions and techniques of differential and integral calculus.”

And so, to do an MBA, you must undergo this rite of passage.
“Make the most of your experience,” reads the headline of a University of Chicago brochure for its Executive MBA program (1999), below which is written, “With participants sharing a solid background in basic algebra, business mathematics, and spreadsheet skills, courses can quickly move from basic instruction to advanced strategy and analysis.”






WHERE ARE THE SOFT SKILLS?




In her book Becoming a Manager, Linda Hill (1992:274) cites a study in which almost two-thirds of the graduates of business education reported  “that they used their MBA skills marginally or not at all in their first management  assignments”—precisely when such skills should have been most useful. Hill concludes from her own research that “the education many business schools provide does little to prepare managers for their day-to-day realities” (275). Asked for one improvement in the MBA, the respondents called for more teaching of the “soft skills.”
They always do.
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These calls for soft skills seem well founded. After all, managing, as discussed earlier, is mostly about the soft stuff—working with people, doing deals, processing vague information, and so forth. But the fact is that business schools have been trying to teach the soft skills for years, yet the calls for more never cease. What is going on?

The soft skills simply do not fit in. Most professors do not care about them or cannot teach them, while most of the younger students are not ready to learn most of them. And few of these skills are compatible with the rest of the program—they get lost amid all the hard analysis and technique. So rather than teaching the soft skills, the business schools have tended to “cover” them, in the two meanings of the word: review them and obscure them. They have courses on the soft skills, develop theories about them, and use cases to illustrate them. They just have not embraced them, internalized them. For example, you do not develop leaders by dropping in a course on leadership amid all the others depicting managers as analytical decision makers.

I once met someone from a large airline who said, “Every time we have a problem, we create a department to deal with it. If you want to see all problems we have faced over the years, just look at all our headquarters’ departments!” The business schools have often followed suit: hear a complaint; add a course. That will “cover” it. In a paper called “Motivation: That’s Maslow, Isn’t It?” Tony Watson (1996) writes of the “contract of cynicism” between student and professor: “A student would say something like ‘Oh yes, we have done Taylorism.’ I would then ask, ‘So you know all about it then?’ to which there would be a reply along the lines, ‘Well, no, but we don’t really want to have to go over that again, do we?’” (448).

Impressive efforts have certainly been made in some places to teach certain soft managerial skills in MBA programs.8 And some of these soft  skills are in fact potentially teachable, because they can draw on nonmanagerial experience that young students do have—working in teams, for example, or conducting negotiations. (A table in Chapter 9 offers a list of skills for managers.) But even these have rarely become mainstream in MBA programs.9
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Aaronson (1996) concludes in her review of the teaching of perhaps the most popular skill that “there is no consensus [among the prestigious schools] on how to teach leadership, if leadership can be taught, or even what leadership means” (219, citing an AACBS publication).




INFILTRATING ETHICS Much the same can be concluded about the teaching of ethics, if not a skill, then at least part of the soft side of managing. Time and again cries have gone up to teach MBAs about ethics, and time and again courses have come down to “cover” ethics.
Said the dean of a prominent business school (Darden) in a New York Times panel (Kurtzman 1989:34), “We have concluded that ethics [is a] discipline much like marketing.” But what is the use of a course in ethics amid all the other courses extolling shareholder value? One student who referred to ethics as “the biggest dud” in the MBA program commented on hearing in the other courses “that taxes were always hateful and that one could profitably choose currency trades based on which nations were crushing street riots” (Applebaum 1993:1, 2).

But then again, to what extent can students with little experience appreciate serious ethical dilemmas? In a study called Can Ethics Be Taught? (Piper, Gentile, and Parks 1993), the authors interviewed an entering class of Harvard MBAs and concluded that they were hindered by “a lack of experience in making value-based decisions, a lack of comprehension regarding the consequences of their actions on society . . . , and an inability to articulate their own values in a leadership role” (72).

So the soft skills and the soft issues end up as questionable content in the MBA programs, not because they are unimportant, but because the rest of the content and the nature of the students marginalize them.
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QUESTIONING THE METHODS




Let us turn now from the content of the MBA to its pedagogical methods.




IN SEARCH OF THAT “REAL WORLD”



The easiest way to teach is to lecture and then call for questions. Business schools, like the rest of the university, do their share of this so-called chalk and talk. If the professor said it, the students must have learned it (at least until the exams are over). Thus are those empty vessels called students filled up.

To their credit, business schools have not been inclined to stop there. They have looked far and wide for other pedagogical methods, especially in search of that “real world” of managing.

The problem is that the “real world” is not out there, to be plucked from some tree of practice. It has to exist in here—not just in the classroom, but in the head of the learner. The real world, in other words, exists as lived experience. Visit a classroom where practicing managers get to reflect on their own experience, and you can appreciate immediately how “real” a learning situation that can be. So the solution depends on the people, not just the pedagogy. But we should review the various pedagogies to appreciate what they can do, if not necessarily what they have done.





 GAMES BUSINESS STUDENTS PLAY 



The business simulation, or game, has been particularly popular since computers came along to process large quantities of data. Students are formed into teams to make decisions about prices and production on a “quarterly” basis as they compete for profit and market share. Sometimes these games are used as that “capstone” course to integrate the MBA program; sometimes these courses are called “management.” That is because the students play managers, usually with the fancy titles of an executive team.

Thus, in Carnegie Mellon’s “Management Game,” teams of students “act as senior managers and make strategic decisions involving marketing, finance, production and research and development. Each  team meets with a board of directors three times to report its activities and seek permission for new plans” (Web site 2003). The school has described this (in a brochure of the late 1990s) as “learning by doing . . . relating knowledge through instruction to real world situations and implementing the acquired skills in a real-world environment.” One student is quoted as saying that the “Management Game gave me a great perspective on running a company. The roles you play and the interaction between team members expose you to all aspects of running a company, and give you a grasp of all the areas you are going to manage.”
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Such claims are patent nonsense. That they are made at all suggests how distant such schools are from management practice. Making a sequence of pat decisions on fixed parameters every few minutes so that a machine can tell you instantly how well you have done is not quite like managing in that real world. Indeed, it only compounds the problems created in other courses, by giving the impression that managing is far more orderly and analytical than it really is. While managers out there work in “calculated chaos” and “controlled disorder” (Andrews 1976), students in here write numbers down on fixed forms.

Playing at management is not management. Management is a responsibility, not a game played in a classroom. There are no clear rules out there, no great computer in the sky determining who wins and who loses. Some companies win because they invent new rules, others because they apply the old ones more carefully than their competitors. (I especially appreciated the way a group of students I knew at MIT played the business game—as a game unto itself. They did not set out to win by the rules so much as to infer what those rules were—what parameters were programmed into the machine. The first group to figure that out won the game [both games]. Here were people destined to succeed in business!)

Recognized for what it is, the business game can have an appropriate role in the business school. It can be an effective way to learn how to apply the concepts of accounting and also to illustrate concepts in marketing, finance, and operations. In this respect, the business game is a capstone, for precisely what the MBA teaches. But it does not teach management.





PROJECTS BUSINESS STUDENTS DO 




In recent years, growing numbers of MBA students have ventured into that real world, sent by their schools to do fieldwork projects, even consulting assignments, in real companies. Here everyone generally has a  good time. The students are freed from the drudgery of lectures or yet another case, they get to see a bit of the messiness of the real world for themselves, and they have to dig out their own data. The professors, too, get to see some sort of real world, at least through the eyes of their students. Even the companies are usually pleased: They have done a service, welcomed the bright eyed and the bushy tailed, and so tend to be lavish with their praise. And they do sometimes receive good ideas.
These are, after all, smart students with well-honed analytical skills.
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But step back and ask yourself what is going on here. Certainly not managing. Not quite consulting, either (although I have seen my share of consulting no more real). And if this is real experience, then why do it from a university? People in real jobs do such projects all the time.
After graduation, most MBAs will have their fill of them. So what is it about doing this in school that makes it better—or makes it learning?

There is an evident answer—in principle. The university is a place to reflect, to step back from experience and learn from it. But with such projects, that is no simple matter. It has to be done carefully, deeply, experience by experience, team by team, with the help—and a great deal of time—of a skilled faculty. For a class of, say, two hundred students in groups of five, that could amount to the full teaching loads of more than two professors.10 How many business schools have been prepared to invest that? Indeed, how many of their professors have been able and willing to do that? And without this, the projects are just projects—they have nothing to do with education. Joe Raelin (1993a), one of America’s foremost scholars on business pedagogy, has concluded that “enjoyable” as such activities may be, they “do little to advance the [students’] need for critical reflection, reframing, and testing” (5).

It has been said of bacon and eggs that while the chicken is involved, the pig is committed. MBA students pay chicken in these projects, not pig. About a “turnaround” her group supposedly brought about in a company, an IMD student proclaimed in one of its brochures (1999), “We couldn’t have lived something more practical, down to earth and with more impact than this project.” Compared with a lecture or case in the classroom, perhaps. But compared with doing that in a real job? The head of her school said of these projects that the students “not only learn about management and business practice, they live them.” This “living” was composed of four stages: “industry analysis,” “company analysis,” “issue analysis,” and “implementation” (earlier IMD brochure).
Whetten and Clark (1996) have written that “students whose learning is restricted to experiential exercises often arrive at invalid conclusions”
(155). So do their schools, apparently.
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Some schools have tried to simulate entrepreneurship. The students pretend to create businesses (sometimes they really do), work out strategies, draw up plans, even present them to investment bankers for comment. At Chicago, Davis and Hogarth (in a pamphlet, no date, circa 1992) describe a “total immersion event” in which teams of incoming MBA students were “required within 48 hours, to create a new consumer product or service and to develop a comprehensive business plan for market introduction,” which was presented to a panel of investors.
“The presentation also includes lessons learned from the experience about the process of managing” (22). Again, hardly managing, although certainly business related, and again playing chicken rather than pig, although perhaps useful: better to get shot down here than later for real.

There is, of course, one more pedagogy, which has been almost as popular in business schools as lecturing, but more pragmatic, it is claimed, by bringing that real world of managing into the classroom.





MEANWHILE, BACK AT HARVARD’S CASES




Through the revolution inspired by Carnegie in the 1960s and beyond, the Harvard Business School kept on course—its course. The school’s commitment to cases kept it off the roller coaster of down with the principles of management and up with the rigor of the underlying disciplines. Harvard simply had too much invested in the case study method, strategically, culturally, materially—and, for that matter, still does.
“Eighty years after the first case was written, the case method is as much as ever at the center of teaching and learning at HBS. . . . Approximately 350 cases are developed at the school each year,” claimed to be the majority of such cases produced worldwide (from the school’s Web site, 2003).

To its credit, Harvard sustained its focus on teaching. While other schools were turning to research, often at the expense of teaching, Harvard professors continued not just to write cases (or at least supervise their writing) but also to spend significant time preparing and coordinating their teaching of them. As a faculty member told a New Yorker  journalist, the professors spend “hours and hours—I can’t count that high—discussing the courses we’re going to teach” (Atlas 1999:44). A requirement to do anything close to that in many other schools would have caused mutiny. But a requirement to publish research in academic journals might have done likewise at Harvard a couple of decades or more back. To quote from the 1965 edition of the Harvard Business Policy text, “research has been for some time under way, but is not yet advanced enough to make more than a modest claim on our attention. . . . the most valid literature for our purpose is not that of general statements but case studies” (Learned et al.1965:6).11 And with its emphasis on cases, Harvard maintained its claim to developing general managers, sometimes alongside digs at other schools about being more concerned with training staff specialists.
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All of this gives the impression that management education bifurcated into two camps by the 1960s, with many of what became the prestigious schools, such as Stanford, Wharton, and Chicago, adopting Carnegie’s academic approach, while some others copied and remained true to Harvard’s more pragmatic case orientation.12 In a sense, the Carnegie schools treated management as a science, while Harvard saw it more like a profession. However, in reviewing and criticizing the case study approach, I wish to show that these differences have proved more apparent than real.
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 THE CASE FOR CASES 




A case is a sheaf of paper, of about ten to twenty pages, composed of mainly words in the text and often numbers in the appendices, sometimes with a few pictures, that describes a business situation, usually in a single company with a protagonist at some sort of crossroads, having to make a decision. The case may have been investigated and written by a professor, but more often it has been done by an assistant working under a professor’s supervision. The New Yorker article describes the Harvard cases as having a “uniform look. They also tend to have a common formula, beginning like a feature story in a magazine” (Atlas 1999:43).

A good deal of information is compressed into those pages, at least information susceptible to this form of presentation. For a large company with a rich history in a complex industry, this means a great deal of information has to be left out. These pages thus become a kind of snapshot of a company facing an issue.

Be that as it may, as one student who wrote a book about his experiences at Harvard put it, “they just kind of dump the whole mess into your lap—tables, columns, exhibits, and all—and you can’t run away from it because tomorrow ninety-four people—the entire section—will be waiting for your decision” (Cohen 1973:17). Over the course of their two years at the school, Harvard students face case after case, in course after course, two or three time each day, hundreds of times in all. (At one time it ran as high as nine hundred; the Harvard Web site in 2003 says approximately five hundred.) To quote that student further: “There are no lectures, no labs, few textbooks even. Only Cases, Cases, and more Cases. . . . You almost read yourself to death, just to find out what the problem is. And then, of course, you need a solution. . . . The name of the game is to make a point” (16, 17, 20).

This is a view from 1973, and it is what some Harvard people today might describe as the conventional approach to case teaching: using the case to drive the students to take a position on the issue. But with the opening up of staffing in the last twenty years or so beyond faculty who have been Harvard and case trained, all kinds of other uses are now frequently made of cases, particularly in second-year electives—for example, to illustrate a conceptual point or assess a particular technique. Yet the Harvard Web site of 2003 still describes case studies as an “inductive reasoning process to arrive at answers.”

Key to this approach to cases, for which Harvard has long been famous, is that the student must take a stand. Good managers are decisive, so good management students have to take a stand. To quote from  the “HBS Survival Guide” for the students of 2003, “It is your job to read the case, review the exhibits and construct a logical argument for what the protagonist should do” (47). As Ewing (1990) tells it, when one student said that he needed more information, the professor responded, “Don’t you ever come to my class again without having made a decision. As a businessman, you will often be in a situation where you would like to have more information. That doesn’t make any difference.
You have to be able to act upon what’s available at the time” (20). Even if that consists of twenty pages written by someone else about a situation for which you have no experience.
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In required courses now, eighty-eight students sit in rows of seats tiered in the shape of a U, so that as many as possible can see each other, although they all focus down on the professor. He or she stands in the open space at the bottom, sometimes called “the pit.” Behind is plenty of blackboard space to fill up with the points the professor wishes to record. They all have eighty minutes to discuss the situation and decide what the company should do.

In this approach, the students come well prepared—or as best they can, given the other cases to prepare for that day—because they know that one of them will be called on to open the discussion at some length (known as the “cold call”). This is how Harvard ensures preparation in a class of eighty-eight. Woe to the student who comes ill prepared.

After those opening comments, according to a book by two other students, “all hell breaks loose, with [all the] students scrambling to argue how they would deal with the situation differently and why their approach would work better” (Kelly and Kelly 1986:14). Class participation as judged by the professor constitutes a significant component of the grade, but with less than one minute per student per class, on average, that does not allow much time to make an impression. So these managers-to-be have to leap in and be sharp:



One professor tells me that a student in her class came in to see her at midterm. “I said to him, ‘You don’t participate.’ The student tried to explain—he raised his hand but I never saw him, he would be about to make a point when someone else in class would beat him to it. I said, ‘I’m not interested in excuses. Either you participate or you don’t.’ The student never did break the pattern, and I gave him a category four [failing] at the end of the term.” (Ewing 1990:38) 


Trace that into practice and you may have an explanation for some of the consequences of MBA education discussed in Chapter 4.
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The discussion is overseen/guided/directed/driven by the professor— depending on his or her style of teaching and your perspective on the process. Typically the professor will ask a sequence of questions—some prefer rapid, machine-gun-like fire, while others favor a more thoughtful approach—to bring the discussion to some point of culmination, when he or she will make summary comments. There is usually a point to be made, a lesson to be drawn, decided in advance by the professor, based on the case.

Following are the assumptions claimed to underlie the case study method of teaching:




	It brings the reality of management practice into the classroom. “The primary form of instruction at Harvard Business School is the case study method, which captures the essence of leadership. Participants analyze and discuss actual management situations by placing themselves in the positions of the managers involved” (from the 1999 brochure for the General Manager Program at Harvard; italics added).
	It exposes students to the “big picture: “[T]he view that Harvard Business School wants its students to be able to grasp” is “the big picture.” Ewing, managing editor of the Harvard Business Review, went on in his 1990 book to ask his readers to “think of a pyramid,” where, halfway up “you have an expert, close-up view of one section,” while on top, “your view becomes quite different,” you see the pyramid “as a whole” (79).
	It develops the skills of the general manager. Case studies allow the students “to think, talk, and act as the actual general manager would”; to “feel at home in any management situation and know at once how to begin to understand it”; “to participate in risk taking”; to “learn by doing”; “to take responsibility for decisions”; and to “step in and make matters better without waiting years and years for everyday experience to soak in” (Christensen interview in Harvard Business School Newsletter, 1991; Christensen et al. 1982:6; Christensen and Zaleznik 1954:213; Kelly and Kelly 1986:15; Ewing 1990:272).
	It “challenge[s] conventional thinking” (quote from brochure for the General Manager Program, Harvard, 1998).
	It is participative. This “democracy in the classroom” transfers the attention of the students “from the teacher to each other;” “students and faculty teach and learn together”; the “instructor” has to “work at . . . making sure that students ‘own’ the discussion. The dialogue is theirs”; the task of the instructor “is to moderate, to lead” (McNair 1954:11; Dean Clark’s letter in the Harvard MBA brochure, 1997; Ewing 1990:199).
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THE CASE AGAINST CASES 



Reflect on all these points for a moment and then ask yourself whether they make the case for the case study method or against it. Dozens of students sitting in neat rows pronouncing on stories they read the night before “captures the essence of leadership,” exposes the “big picture,”
gives them “responsibility for decisions,” promotes “learning by doing,” puts the students “at home in any management situation,”

turns them into “risk takers,” and makes them “general managers.” It all sounds a bit silly, except for the fact that tens of thousands of graduates have left Harvard believing it.

Of course, when compared with the “chalk and talk” at Stanford and elsewhere, some of these claims can be appreciated. But is that the right basis of comparison? Shouldn’t we be comparing the case method with the practice of managing?

In her review of graduate business schools, Aaronson (1992) refers to this method as “probably as close to practical experience as one can get in a classroom” (179). As close as most business schools have gotten, perhaps, but hardly as close as they can get. Take a good look at a case study classroom, and what you in fact see is another form of chalk and talk—quite literally. “Keep the boys talking” became a famous comment attributed to one of Harvard’s early deans.13 Or, as Harvard professor John Kotter (1982) has remarked, “My students ‘make’ more big decisions in their case discussions in one day than most of the [general managers he studied] could be seen making in a month” (80).




REDUCING MANAGING TO DECISION MAKING AND ANALYSIS: ONCE AGAIN The skills developed in the case study classroom are the skills of decision making—just like in the theory-oriented schools. And, again, even these skills are highly circumscribed: The data for the decisions are  given, while tacit knowledge of the situation is absent and so ignored.
The students analyze these data—“sucking up vast quantities of disorderly data and ordering them faster than a computer,” according to one consultant about a Harvard-trained colleague (cited in Cohen 1973:43)—and debate their conclusions through carefully articulated arguments. All this about a situation that everyone in the room has read but no one has experienced, for decisions that can be made but never implemented. Some decision making! Some managing!
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The use of cases in law, where such practice began, is in fact a more reasonable simulation of reality. That is because lawyers, particularly in the courtroom, don’t deal with events; they deal with the accounts of events. So law schools can reconstruct them, mainly through the use of words—logical arguments. A simulation in the classroom of the simulation inherent in law practice seems reasonable enough.

But management is something quite different, or at least it should be. Effective managers do more than talk, convince, and make decisions; they create events, by leaving their offices, getting involved, stimulating others; they see and feel, experience and test, firsthand. Harvard may keep the boys (and girls) talking, but effective practice keeps managers listening and looking. (Ewing’s comment about being on top of the pyramid is especially interesting, because from that high up, you can barely make out what is on the ground. As for “seeing the whole,” you can hardly make out the shape of the pyramid, let alone what is inside.)

Reaching a logical conclusion and knowing how to convince others of it are certainly important aspects of managing. And the case study method can certainly help develop such skills. But overemphasized, as they are in the case study classroom, they can distort the whole managerial process. Managers have to sense things; they have to weave their way through complex phenomena, they have to dig out information,14 they have to probe deeply, on the ground, not from the top of some mythical pyramid. The “big picture” is not there for the seeing, certainly not in any twenty-page document; it has to be constructed slowly, carefully, through years of intimate experience. Ewing’s claim that discussing cases in a classroom can replace “years and years [waiting] for everyday experience to soak in” is just plain nonsense. Debating  the implications of other people’s experience may give the impression of experience, but that is not experience. The practice of managing cannot be replicated in a classroom the way chemical reactions are replicated in a laboratory.
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What the case does simulate (and encourage) may be precisely the problem with so much managing today: the executive office where people sit around discussing words and numbers far removed from the images and feel of the situation under consideration, the verbal in place of the visual and the visceral, management as some kind of artifact distant from the situations it so mighty influences. “The damn guy just sits there waiting for a case study,” remarked a manager about a Harvardeducated colleague. Here is how Kaz Mishina, who taught for six years at the Harvard Business School before returning to Japan, characterizes the process:


At the beginning, most students with sober mind are painfully aware that they barely know anything about the company and the decision at hand even after careful readings of the case they have received, and experience a great deal of difficulty in publicly stating their judgment, not to mention sensibly defending their position. Interestingly, though, they quickly learn to suppress this sense of uneasiness, possibly forever, in an environment where cases keep coming at them asking what they would do and where “I don’t know” is not an acceptable answer. (www.impm.org/Mishina)




Words are life reduced to categories, numbers reduce the words to ordered categories. These take on meaning only when embedded in the rich experience of life, the world beyond the executive office and case classroom. Malcolm McNair (1954), one of Harvard’s best-known marketing professors, wrote about the need for managers to “have the ability to see vividly the potential meanings and relationship of facts” (8). True enough. But how vividly can anyone see in a case study classroom? How is insight to come from debates about products no one has ever touched for customers no one has ever met? (See the accompanying box.)

“Practically all business of a routine nature may be reduced to the making of decisions based on specific sets of facts.” So wrote Harvard’s Dean Donham in 1922 (58). Yet he also wrote of the difficulties of using cases in “factory management” to present material “in such a way that the student may visualize the facts clearly.” Not so in marketing and banking, he claimed, which require “no stretch of the imagination for the student to obtain a clear conception of the case from a printed page” (61). Does that help explain why so many MBAs have gone into the specialized functions of marketing and finance, and so few into the line operations?
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SEEING THE COLUMNS

 


I recall vividly one event in my own masters degree. The professor was a seasoned person in operations management, more concerned with practice than theory. One day he asked one of us how many columns there were in the entrance hall of the building, a place we all walked through many times every day. The student didn’t know. So the professor suggested he go have a look. When he came back, the professor asked him, “What color is the floor?” Next time the student came back, he could tell you everything about that hall. The professor’s point was made—but all too rarely: we are just not trained to see in business schools.



And what about the making of strategy? Reducing it to decision making, as did that Harvard Business Policy text, with formulation neatly separated from implementation, may be convenient for the case study classroom, as was Porter’s further reduction of it to the industry and competitive analyses of generic strategies. But what justice does that do to strategy? Is this why we find so many MBA graduates practicing “strategy” in consulting jobs and planning departments or (as will be discussed in Chapter 4) as CEOs formulating simple grand strategies from on high that come crashing down?

Managers certainly have to make decisions and have to be concerned about strategy. And we certainly hope that these are informed by logical arguments. But can managing stop there, where the case study method stops?




SOFT SKILLS IN CASE CLASSES? It is claimed that the case study method does not stop there. It also teaches “implementation,” “leadership,” “ethics”—all those “soft skills.” But does it?

There are certainly case discussions about these things. But in them the students do exactly what they do in the other cases: they read and discuss solutions. Back to analysis and decision making. Here is how a 1998 brochure described the Harvard Program for Global Leadership: 


The case-study method . . . captures the essence of leadership. Case studies in themselves provide intense leadership training by requiring participants to analyze facts and situations, think on their feet, commit to an action plan, and sell colleagues on the merits of their position.
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Boss-ship perhaps, but leadership?

And then there is that course on implementation, again through cases. But verbalizing about implementation no more teaches implementing than verbalizing about decision making teaches action taking. In fact, it is telling that the strategy formulation courses at Harvard have been far more successful than those on implementation, which have always been problematic. The reason is obvious. Formulating is easy in a classroom, especially a case study classroom. Everyone can pronounce on the company’s future strategy reduced to a decision. But how do you teach implementation in a place where nobody can be implementing anything, even if everybody can be formulating everything? Hence we had that Harvard Business Policy text describing implementation as “primarily administrative” (Learned et al. 1969:19), while those two Harvard graduates, Kelly and Kelly (1986:32), reduce it to “giving the orders.”

Separating implementation from formulation may be convenient for the classroom (not to mention the consulting firm and planning office), but that often violates the needs of practice. Strategy is an interactive process, not a two-step sequence; it requires continual feedback between thought and action. Put differently, successful strategies are not immaculately conceived; they evolve from experience. The idea that someone pronounces from on high while everyone else scurries around implementing has often proved to be a formula for disaster (inevitably blamed on implementation). Strategists have to be in touch; they have to know what they are strategizing about; they have to respond and react and adjust, often allowing strategies to emerge, step by step. In a word, they have to learn.15

Formulation connects with implementation in two basic ways. Either the “formulator” controls implementation directly, as entrepreneurs often do, so that they can adapt their strategies en route. Or else the “implementors” play a key role in “formulation,” which is common in high technology and other venturing situations. Here management’s  role is less to formulate than to facilitate—to encourage the strategic initiatives of others, listen carefully to their results, and help consolidate the best of these into emergent strategies and coherent visions. In a sense, management is more creative in the first approach, more generous in the second. Under the case study approach, students are instead encouraged to be analytical.
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SECONDHANDEDNESS This chapter opened with Whitehead’s quote from 1929 that “[t]he secondhandedness of the learned world is the secret of its mediocrity.” The thirdhandedness of the theory schools hardly justifies the secondhandedness of the case study schools. (The Harvard Web site of 2003 describes its cases as “firsthand accounts of actual business situations.” The experience may have been firsthand; the recording of it in a case was not, nor, once more removed, is discussion of that in class.)

Sterling Livingston used this Whitehead quote in his 1971 article “The Myth of the Well Educated Manager.” As manager turned Harvard professor, Livingston was not happy with what he saw around him. “Fast learners in the classroom often . . . become slow learners in the executive suite,” he wrote. That is because managers “are not taught in formal education programs what they most need to know to build successful careers in management”—namely, “to learn from their own firsthand experience” (79, 84). Instead, “They study written case histories that describe problems or opportunities discovered by someone else, which they discuss, but do nothing about.” Even “what they learn about supervising other people is largely secondhand . . . what someone else should do about the human problems of ‘paper people.’” Without responsibility or the chance to take action, they cannot “discover for themselves what does—and what does not—work in practice” (84).16
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PARTICIPATION? In a 1981 article, Harvard professor Arthur Turner leveled his own criticism especially at that “democracy in the classroom,” which he saw as highly orchestrated by the professor, who “in a very real sense is ‘conducting’ the discussion” to demonstrate some kind of model or analytical scheme. Accordingly, the instructor senses who to call on, and which comments to record on the board, in order to make his or her point. A method thus described since Donham (1922:55) as “inductive”—where the learning is induced from the experience—may in actual fact be deductive, where the conclusion is deduced from the conceptual framework. This can apply even to the writing of the case. For example, if the case writer has been taught that the chief executive is the strategist (as did Harvard’s Business Policy text),17 then he or she will be inclined to focus a case about strategy on that person.

Bear in mind, too, that Harvard’s main courses are taught in many parallel sections by different professors who spend a great deal of time coordinating their message. That hardly encourages a classroom of discovery. “How normative should we be in the session?” asked the lead professor in one of these meetings, who later “summed up the various responses that discussion leaders could expect, which were based on his experience in previous years. . . . ‘The important thing is not just to give an answer but to make them feel and see the plant—that it’s big and dirty and unsafe’” (in Atlas 1999:44, italics added).

A “Teaching Note” available for each case “walks the instructor through the purpose of the case.” For example, the one “for a well-known accounting case suggests what issues the instructor might write on the board and how he or she might want to have the class discuss the issues raised, in what order and with what results” (Ewing 1990:226). Ewing describes such notes as “crucial to quality control. . . . After all, students in all sections [at Harvard] will get the same examination at the end” (227).

Turner (1981) concludes that the skills managers learn in the case study classroom are “relevant to the situation they are in” but “mostly irrelevant to what managers do” (8). They include, for example, “how to speak convincingly in a group of 40 to 90 people,” to “impress [them], and especially the instructor.” To Turner, this “suggests a disturbing hypothesis: the more skillful the instructor and the more pleased the students with the process, the less useful may be the learning” (7).
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Perhaps even harsher is Chris Argyris, a well-known professor of organizational behavior jointly appointed in Harvard’s Schools of Business and of Education. Also wondering about this democracy in the classroom, he observed a three-week executive development program that selected its faculty from among the “stars” of case teaching at Harvard and other schools.

Argyris (1980) counted the comments students made to each other compared with those made to and by the faculty member. In all but one session, the number of student-to-student responses was “significantly lower” than those to and from the professor. (“A flurry of hands went up, wagging for attention,” Ewing [1990:23] wrote of one Harvard MBA case discussion. Turner [1981] described the process as “not really a ‘discussion’ so much as a series of instructor-student dialogues” [6].) As a consequence, Argyris describes the class discussions as “a series of games and camouflaging of the games” (195): faculty members established controversy; they “induc[ed] students to generate incorrect solutions”; they made sure to reveal principles only at the end of sessions. Asked why key questions were not given ahead of time, one faculty member responded, “That would blow the whole game.” The point for them was to keep “control of the learning” (291, 292).

In one session, Argyris noted that “some of the most vocal executives felt they had been manipulated by the faculty member in competing with each other.” As a result, “during the next class, one of the most vocal members announced that he wasn’t going to get ‘caught’ again.” He “retreated from future discussion,” and the participation of the other executives in that session “diminished significantly. . . . [T]oward the end of the course, one executive asked the faculty member in a matter-of-fact manner: ‘Are you in the phase of getting us to vote or trying to get us to take sides, or do you want general comments?’ The faculty member appeared a bit flustered” (294).




BIASES IN THE CASES Earlier I mentioned possible biases in the writing of cases, with the example of building a strategy case around the CEO when the case writer has been taught that the CEO is the strategist. While I know of no study of biases in business cases, there is one in public sector cases, which the authors believe follow “the business school model” (Chetkovich and Kirp 2001:284).

Chetkovich and Kirp (2001) studied the ten best-selling cases in American public sector programs for the year 1997–1998. These were produced by the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard, “which enjoys a near monopoly in the field” (286). Their reading of these cases uncovered a disquieting set of lessons:
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The policy world is depicted as a domain where high-ranking officials, usually organizational outsiders, deal with narrowly constructed policy problems. Historical and social context are of limited relevance. Action is individualized rather than socially embedded, and conflict is more common than collaboration. Lone heroes get by with little help or input from politicians, the public, or organizational subordinates. (286) 


Especially applicable to business cases may be these comments: “almost invariably, [the protagonists] are heroes,” while middle-level managers do not figure prominently, and these are mostly unnamed; lower-level members are rarely “mentioned even as useful sources of knowledge” (288, 290). “In this policy universe, decisions are made only by individuals acting as individuals”; there is also a focus on “newcomer[s] brought in to bail out a failing institution”; “a top-down, or outside-in, model of action predominates” (289, 290).

Particularly damning is the comment “Four of the nine full-length cases provide no historical data beyond what must be given to produce a comprehensible story”; the others “barely sketch a complex history.” The impression left is “that history does not matter much” (297). Can any manager hope to appreciate the future without a deep understanding of the past?




NOT CASES SO MUCH AS THE POPULAR USE OF CASES To conclude this discussion, I wish to emphasize that my quarrel is not with cases per se. Cases as stories—as chronicles of experience—can be useful, so long as they respect the richness of the situation, including its history. Cases can be powerful means to expose people to a wide variety of business situations—if they are recognized as supplements to experience, not replacements for it. (See the accompanying box for a related view, which gives an idea of what else can be done with cases.)






CASES AS PERSPECTIVES 




(prepared for this book by Jeanne Liedtka of the Darden School) 

One of the most interesting advantages of the case method is the opportunity to use it to encourage and develop perspective taking on the part of students. Too often, students are asked to play only one role in a case conversation—that of the “executive” asked to make a  decision of some sort—and the quality that we value as instructors is a kind of “decisiveness” born of a willingness to ignore the complexity of the situation at hand. Understandably, this approach makes a lot of us nervous about the real messages that we are sending to students in case method classrooms.
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Yet, the potential exists within the case method to do exactly the opposite—to give students real practice at looking at any given situation from varied perspectives, at uncovering the richness of the many ways that different people make sense of the same situation. After all, every case already has (or can be tweaked to include) a whole cast of characters who are likely to see the world in ways quite startlingly different than that of the “executive” in question. By asking students to help each other try on these multiple hats as they diagnose a situation and search for solutions, and by challenging facile interpretations of the views and motivations of others, we endorse a view of decision making in organizations as complex, nuanced, and multifaceted, and target a set of skills that we know will stand students in far greater stead in the years ahead than a naïve decisiveness.



But when cases are used in place of experience, devoid of history, and force people to take stands on issues they know little about, in my view they become a menace. I summarize this concern with a little concocted case of my own.


 




JACK’S TURN 

 


[In lecture courses, students] are waiting for you to give “the answer.” There’s a built-in bias against action. What we say with the case method is: “Look, I know you don’t have enough information—but given the information you do have, what are you going to do?” (Lieber 1999:262, quoting Roger Martin, dean of the University of Toronto business school) 




“OK, Jack, here you are at Matsushita. What are you going to do now?” The professor and eighty-seven of Jack’s classmates anxiously await his reply to the cold call. Jack is prepared; he has thought about this for a long time, ever since he was told that the case study method is supposed to “challenge conventional thinking.” He has also been told repeatedly that good managers are decisive, therefore good MBA students have to take a stand. So Jack swallows hard and answers.
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“How can I answer that question?” Jack begins. “I barely heard of Matsushita before yesterday. Yet today you want me to pronounce on its strategy.

“Last night, I had two other cases to prepare. So Matsushita, with its hundreds of thousands of employees and thousands of products, got a couple of hours. I read the case over once quickly and again, let’s say, less quickly. I never knowingly used any of its products.

(I didn’t even know before yesterday that Matsushita makes Panasonic.) I never went inside any of their factories. I’ve never even been to Japan. I spoke to none of their customers. I certainly never met any of the people mentioned in the case. Besides, this is a pretty high tech issue and I’m a pretty low-tech guy. My work experience, such as it was, took place in a furniture factory. All I have to go on are these twenty pages. This is a superficial exercise. I refuse to answer your question!”

What happens to Jack? At Harvard, I’ll let you guess. But from there, he goes back to the furniture business where he immerses himself in its products and its processes, the people and the industry. He is an especially big fan of its history. Gradually, with his courage to be decisive and to challenge conventional thinking, Jack rises to become CEO. There, with hardly any industry analysis at all (that would have come in a later course), he and his people craft a strategy that changes the industry.

Meanwhile, Bill, sitting next to Jack, leaps in. He has never been to Japan, either (although he did know that Matsushita makes Panasonic). Bill makes a clever point or two and gets that MBA. That gets him a job in a prestigious consulting firm, where, as in the case study classes back at Harvard, he goes from one situation to another, each time making a clever point or two, concerning issues he recently knew nothing about, always leaving before implementation begins. As this kind of experience pours in, it is not long before Bill becomes chief executive of a major appliance company. (He never consulted for one, but it does remind him of that Matsushita case.) There he formulates a fancy high-tech strategy, which is implemented through a dramatic program of acquisitions. What happens to that? Guess again.




Readers [of Kelly and Kelly’s book, What They Really Teach You at the Harvard Business School (1986:46)] are probably asking, Read the case and do that analysis in two to four hours? Harvard’s answer is yes. Students need to prepare two to three cases each day. . . . So [they] must work toward getting their analysis done fast as well as done well.
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LEARNING FROM BOK 

 


The discussion of this chapter has switched back and forth between Harvard’s cases and other schools’ theories, toward a conclusion that I hope is becoming increasingly evident. Before starting it, I wish to review an experience at Harvard that is particularly revealing, not just about how Harvard has viewed its case method and responded to a particular criticism of it but also how it has evolved since then—which takes us straight to our final conclusion.

Derek Bok, as president of Harvard University, chose to comment in his 1979 report on the Harvard Business School. To anyone familiar with the two 1959 Foundation reports, his remarks were rather tame and pretty obvious. But at the Harvard Business School, there was outrage, manifested in a fifty-two-page response to the twenty-three pages that Bok had written. These revealed problems at the school far better than did the president’s own words.

Bok, from Harvard’s law school, wondered whether the business school might consider the “limitations” of its case study method and build in more conceptual material to its courses, more theory. In a nutshell:


Although the case is an excellent device for teaching students to apply theory and technique, it does not provide an ideal way of communicating concepts and analytic methods in the first instance. In fact, by concentrating on the discussion of detailed factual situations, the case method actually limits the time available for students to master analytic techniques and conceptual material. . . . [Moreover] the enormous effort required by the case system can leave little time [for faculty] to anticipate longer range issues or engage in intensive work to develop better generalizations, theories, and methods. (24) 


The day after Bok issued his report, the New York Times ran a front-page story on it; Fortune come out with a cover story soon after (Kiechel 1979). Particularly upset with all this was a man named Marvin Bower (Harvard MBA, 1928), who had built up and still headed the McKinsey & Company consulting firm. According to one observer, McKinsey had “the most to lose” if the school cut back on its use of the case study method, since it had hired “more than a thousand fresh MBAs from 1937 on,” to become “the preeminent management-consulting firm” (Mark 1987:58–59, 60).

It was decided that the alumni would respond. Bower put together a blue ribbon committee of seven executives from major companies  (AT&T, Ford, etc.) and had a report prepared for them by fifteen younger Harvard MBA graduates. Entitled “The Success of a Strategy” (Associates, Harvard Business School 1979), the report opened by quoting Benjamin Disraeli: “The secret of success is constancy to purpose.” At Harvard, that purpose had been “to be a teaching school dedicated to preparing enlightened general managers for business firms,” of which “the world needs an almost unlimited number” to achieve “the goals of every organization—profit, non-profit and governmental” (vii).
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The report repeatedly emphasized training “designed to meet the needs of general managers, not technical specialists” (vii). Yet of the report’s fifteen own authors, seven were consultants (with McKinsey), two worked in financial institutions, and four were in staff units of large corporations; only one or perhaps two were line managers (“Associate Product Manager,” General Food Corporation; “Manager,” American Telephone and Telegraph Company). In rather arrogant terms, the report dismissed technical specialists as “available to managers,” such that Harvard’s role was “to ensure that its students know enough to direct such specialists;” and to “understand and work with quantitative decision-making aids” but with “little need . . . to become technically adept” at using them (21).18

The report referred to the “school’s research program [as] the most extensive of any graduate business school,” yet at one point it confused research with case writing and at another simply dismissed research: “the development—in an academic setting—of better generalizations and abstract theories for the general manager runs counter to the basic nature of the managing process in business” (28). And the authors provided no research or theory in support of that conclusion. (It might be recalled that this conclusion ran counter to the beliefs of Dean Donham, who had brought the case study method to Harvard in the first place and expected it to be used in conjunction with theory, although he lost that battle to faculty members who had the least amount of business experience.)

64
The report concluded, “[W]e urge the school to keep the case method dominant,” this “distinctive, student-centered learning instrument . . . superior to the lecture in preparing general managers” (vii). 

The Harvard Business School remained sensitive about the Bok Report for some time. “If you raise it with the dean he will be very upset,” a New York Times reporter was told when he visited the campus five years later (in Mark 1987:63). Yet gradually, perhaps not even consciously, the school did virtually everything the Bok report had suggested and the Bower report had dismissed: 




	 “Dropping in the [business press] ratings and pressured by its students, who felt less confident about their analytical and technical abilities than other grads” (Byrne and Bongiorno in Business Week, October 24, 1994), the school initiated curriculum reforms in the mid-1990s. As noted earlier, strategy had already come to be taught from a more systematically analytical perspective. 



	 By the mid-1990s, the number of cases in the MBA program had been reduced (to about five hundred, from a high of nine hundred), although they remained predominant in the curriculum, much as Bok had recommended. (The case method’s “virtues are much too obvious and far too central to the mission of the School” to abandon [Bok 1979:25].) In words that might have been anathema to Bower, the dean’s letter in the 1997–1998 MBA brochure stated, “The case method is not our only teaching method.” 



	After an early abortive attempt, in the late 1990s the school finally put its students on line with PCs: “We were like, way, way behind,” Dean Clark told a New York Times reporter (Leonhardt 2000a). 



	From the mid-1980s, the school also began a concerted effort to reduce inbreeding, hiring young faculty—particularly research-oriented faculty—from other schools, to the point after 2000 when the dean requested greater consideration of the schools’ own doctoral graduates. It also brought in a number of established research “stars” and strengthened its doctoral activities by rooting many of them in Harvard’s disciplines of psychology, economics, and others across the river. 



	 Perhaps most telling of all, as noted earlier after eighty-eight years, the school dropped its once “signature” business policy  course (Leonhardt 2000a) and concurrently added a second required course in finance.
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 CONVERGENCE IN BUSINESS EDUCATION 

 

 
If not before, then now my conclusion should be evident: The business schools of Harvard and Stanford are separated mainly by geography. Walk into a case study classroom at Harvard where a professor is leading a discussion about a company, and it certainly seems different from a lecture theatre at Stanford where an economist is pronouncing on game theory. Listen to their rhetoric, and it sounds like one is concerned with management as a profession, the other with business as a science. But step back, and perhaps you can appreciate how remarkably similar these two approaches really are: Their students have little or no “management” experience yet are supposedly being trained as managers; the management they learn takes the form of decision making by analysis,19 taught largely through the business functions; both schools believe in research and scholarly publication, and they hire each other’s doctorates to do it; together they pour out graduates mostly for specialized jobs many of whom nonetheless expect to end up as general managers, supposedly able to manage anything. And so it goes. (Harvard and Stanford now cooperate on their customized executive programs.) As the dean of the MIT Sloan School concluded back in 1968, “the differences between one business school and another . . . derive not from where the schools are going but where they came from” (in Zalaznick 1968:202).

While Harvard itself maintains a rather strong commitment to case study teaching, it has few real clones left. Thirty years ago, a number of schools copied its every move; today few do. Not that imitation is gone. Quite the contrary; it is stronger than ever. But in place of two models is one, a blend of those two. In other words, in almost every well-regarded business school today can be found a prominent place for the basic disciplines, for research, for theory, and for cases. Case study teachers rely more on concepts, or perhaps I should say they do so more transparently, while theory-oriented faculty use more examples, including cases.

66


[image: 9781576755112_WEB_0079_001]
FIGURE 2.2 
Passing the Baton: The Development of the Business School 





As shown in Figure 2.2, Harvard, Stanford, and all the others have ended up in a remarkably similar place. That place is about B, not A. These schools teach the functions of business and the analysis of decision making while trying to give the impression that they are developing managers—for business and everything else. They do not. In a world rich with experience, in a world of sights and sounds and smells, our business schools keep the boys and girls talking, and analyzing, and deciding. In a world of doing and seeing and feeling and listening, they develop our leaders by thinking. In the final analysis, what they master is not what we need. These schools may be broadening their students’ knowledge about business, but they are narrowing their students’ perceptions of management.

Summarized in the accompanying box is the impression of management left by MBA training. Millions of people have carried this impression into practice, the consequences of which are discussed in the next four chapters. They suggest that no one should be allowed out of a conventional MBA program without having a skull and crossbones stamped firmly on his or her forehead, over the words “Warning: NOT prepared to manage!”
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THE IMPRESSION LEFT BY MBA EDUCATION




	 Managers are important people who sit above others, disconnected from the work of making products and selling services. The higher “up” these managers go, the more important they become. At the “top” sits the chief executive who is the corporation (even if he or she only arrived yesterday).
	 Managing is decision making based on systematic analysis. To manage, therefore, is significantly to deem. It is more science than art, with no mention of craft. 
	 The data for such decision making comes from brief convenient packages of words and numbers, called cases in school and reports in practice. To make decisions, the numbers are “massaged” and the words are debated, perhaps with some added consideration of “ethics.” 
	 Under these managers sit their organizations, neatly separated like MBA programs into the functions of finance, marketing, accounting, and so forth, each of which applies its own repertoire of techniques. 
	 To bring these functions together, managers pronounce “strategies,” which are very special and, however mysterious, can be understood by people who have been taught industry analysis and given the opportunity to formulate many of them in case study classrooms. 
	 The best strategies are clear, simple, deliberate, and bold, like those of the heroic leaders of the most interesting cases. 
	 After these MBA managers have finished formulating their strategies, all the other people—known as “human resources”—must scurry around implementing them. Implementation is important because it is about the taking of action, which managers must control but never do. 
	 This implementation is, however, no easy matter, because while the managers who have been to business school embrace change, many of those human resources who haven’t resist it. So these managers have to “bash bureaucracy,” by the use of techniques, and then to “empower” whoever is left to do the work they have been hired to do. 
	 To become such a manager, better still a “leader” who gets to sit on top of everyone else, you must first sit still for two years in a business school. That enables you to manage anything.









1 This situation has continued. In 1999 (October 18, p. 78), Business Week published the percentage of faculty of twenty business schools with at least five years of business experience. Harvard ranked second lowest (after Insead), with 8 percent (Stanford was at 20 percent; Wharton, 10 percent). 

2U.S. Department of Education figures put the number of business masters degrees in 2000–2001 at 116,475, of which 82,430 in the categories of “business general”and “business administration—and management” are probably MBAs (according to Dan Leclair of the AACSB, in personal correspondence, who believes it likely that some other MBAs are reported in other specialized categories).

3On a personal note, in 1973 I was a visiting professor at GSIA for a semester. There I found doctoral students, many of them European, walking the halls looking for that famous GSIA administrative theory. By then almost everyone interested in it had left.

4When I arrived at the MIT Sloan School in 1963 to do my master’s degree, there was no professor of management, no area of management, no regular course in management. But Ned Bowman, a respected professor of operations management, had just returned from a year off to work with the head of Honeywell Computers, and he offered an elective in “Management Policy,” which I took. I subsequently proposed to do my doctorate in the area, and Ned proposed to supervise me—to find out whether there was any future in this area, he said. One day he told me he thought not. I replied that he would change his mind. (Years later, he became the chaired professor of strategy at Wharton.) Ned left MIT the next year, and my thesis was supervised by another professor of operations management (Don Carroll, cited earlier when he became dean at Wharton), a professor of accounting, and a professor of labor relations. When I was interviewed at GSIA in 1967, they did not like my thesis on the nature of managerial work (Mintzberg 1973), and did not offer me a job.

5When I joined the McGill University Faculty of Management in 1968, I introduced a course called “Management Policy,” designed to be compatible with the GSIA approach that McGill had adopted. I taught that course for about fifteen years. It set out to be integrative and teach about management, but I am not sure how much either aim was accomplished, at least with the less experienced students. 

6In his history of the Wharton School, Sass (1982: 298–337) describes at some length its various efforts to find some kind of general management focus. For example:“Whatever their ultimate scientific value . . . it has become clear by the mid-1970s that disciplines such as decision sciences and organizational behavior were not about to unlock the essence of managerial success” (323). One professor even “intended to make the study of collective bargaining . . . the foundation for the study of management in general” (299). By the time of the writing of his book in 1982, “No one course of study . . . succeeded in capturing the essence of modern management” (333).

7 This quote is from the 1995–1997 brochure; similar words appear in 2002–2004. 
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8For an example of one of the better textbooks, see Whetten and Cameron (in its various editions 1998, 2002); for a particularly imaginative set of classroom exercises (“for sensitizing students to aspects of Japanese culture and business practice”), see Van Buskirk (1996); and for a rather ambitious program heavily rooted in the soft skills, at Case Western Reserve University, see Boyatzis et al. (1995b).

9Our own experience at McGill is perhaps indicative. After completing my doctoral dissertation on managerial work, which included discussion of the teaching of skills (Mintzberg 1973: 188–93), I worked hard to have a course on skill development included in our MBA curriculum. It became a requirement in the second year (see Waters 1980), but it never extended beyond this one course, nor was it appreciated by much of the faculty; and when no one was left to teach it, it was dropped.

10I have assumed ten hours of debriefing per group, also that, without the need for the preparation time of conventional teaching, each professor could do double the load of 160 classroom hours per year.

11That comment survived virtually intact to the 1982 edition of the book, the most significant change being that by then the research “begins to make a claim on our attention” (Christensen, Andrews, and Porter 1982:6). The text went on to say that “the books referred to [in the footnotes] comprise a relevant but incidental source of knowledge.” It is instructive to consider those sources. Of the thirty-nine references to theoretical works in the footnotes of the 1982 edition, thirty-one were by faculty members or doctoral students at the Harvard Business School. Other research apparently still made a “modest claim” on the authors’ attention!

12The Pierson report, for example, drew attention to this in 1959 (247–48). In fact, Fraser made such a distinction, at least in terms of pedagogy, back in 1931: “The teaching methods of business schools in the United States are beginning to divide into two systems which are radically different in both theory and practice . . . the method of precept, or the lecture system, and the method of experience, or the case system” (The Case Study Method of Instruction book, cited in Dooley and Skinner 1975:1). And at Carnegie in the 1950s, Cooper and Simon “were adamant in their criticisms of case method as the sole vehicle for developing students’ problem-solving abilities, and they viewed the entire Harvard tradition in business education as an anachronism in the postwar environment. Cooper argued that all a student learned by reading one hundred cases was just that: one hundred unrelated bits of information, void of any generalizable knowledge that could inform action in a new situation” (Schlossman et al. 1994:118). 

13Although Copeland (1954) reported it slightly differently: “As I was coming from a meeting of the class, I met Dean Gay . . . [who] asked me how things were going, and since at the moment, I was feeling optimistic I told him that I had found enough to talk about so far. ‘Humph,’ was Dean Gay’s rejoinder, ‘that isn’t the question.Have you found enough to keep the students talking?’” (27).

14Contrast this with Dean Donham’s claim in 1922 that “[t]here are far too many [facts],” so “it is advisable to present both relevant and irrelevant material [in cases], in order that the student may obtain practice in selecting the facts that apply to the case at hand”; also that “the case ordinarily should not require the student to collect new facts not included in the statement”; instead, the “known facts” should be studied (60). 

15For strategy as a learning process, see Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, and Lampel (1998:chap. 7). For it as a process of designing, planning, and positioning, see chapters 2, 3, and 4. (Chapter 2 contains a detailed critique of the separation of formulation from implementation.) See Mintzberg (1987a) and Mintzberg and Waters (1985) for discussion of emergent strategy. 

16McNair recognized some of these problems in his 1954 book on the case method, which he claimed to be outweighed by its advantages: Although the case method has realism, it is by no means identical with reality. The case writer has made a selection of the facts for the student, who gains little practice in seeking and recognizing pertinent facts and relationships in the continuum of daily detail that makes up the life of people in business. The medium, the printed, page, is restricting and incapable of conveying many subtle but important overtones of human personality and conduct. Finally, the student faces a given problem for a relatively short time and without operating responsibility. In the actual situation, of course, operating personnel must live with their problems. (86) All of this he referred to as “lack[ing] some realism,” but he concluded that the case method still “seems to convey more of the essential notion of business administration than any other method,” again presumably in reference to lecturing.

17Hence, Andrews (1987), on page 3, associates the whole field with the “point of view” of the chief executive or general manager”; on page 19, he includes a section entitled “The President as Architect of Organizational Purpose”; adding on page Table 14.1 POSITIONING MANAGEMENT EDUCATION, “other key managers . . . must either contribute to or assent to the strategy if it is to be effective.”

18The authors claimed to have “found” no significant evidence that the general manager needs, or will need, “the degree of quantitative/theoretical knowledge” taught in the other schools. “To test this point in a limited way, we surveyed [Harvard Business School] directors on their reading of journals with a quantitative content. Of the 25 who replied, almost none read such publications regularly and only a few read them occasionally, whereas most were regular readers of Harvard Business Review” (21). A survey of the Harvard directors, most with Harvard MBAs and so having had little quantitative training about their reading of quantitative journals, challenges Bok’s claim that Harvard students needed better mastery of analytical technique!

19In fact, Bach’s chapter in the Pierson et al. (1959) report opened by attributing to Harvard and its use of cases the “focus[ing of] central emphasis” on decision making in management education (319). Bear in mind also that the citations earlier in this chapter to two of the most baldly analytical approaches to the teaching of management—Porter’s work on strategy and Beer et al.’s approach to organizational behavior—come from professors at Harvard, not from one of the theory-oriented schools.
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