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Some Management Delusions
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The popular business press is full of misinformation about business management, and many
managers (and employees) have pre-conceived notions that just ain’t right. Here are a few
of my favorite delusions, as religiously practiced by today’s organizations as they struggle to
deal with an intense global economy.

1.

People leave for more money. While 9 out of 10 managers believe that "more
money” is the primary reason why employees leave an organization, the reality is
that only 1 out of 10 leave for more money. Instead, employees leave because of
mismatches between the job and the person, between expectations and reality,
between what they're led to believe and what actually
- happens. They leave because of lost trust, lack of
! growth opportunities, inadequate coaching, recognition
and feedback, and due to stress, overwork and work-
life imbalance'. This is well documented, proven. Money
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2.

your employees, focus on the rest instead.

Performance appraisals work. There is no valid research that proves that your
organization is better off with a performance management system than without it". In
fact, the evidence shows that performance appraisal is at best neutral, but most
likely to be damaging - damaging to organizational success, damaging to
management and employee satisfaction and relationships, and ineffective at giving us
what we ask of it. There are far better ways to identify and respond
to outstanding and inadequate performers. There are far better
ways to provide feedback, career direction, communication and
motivation. There are far better ways to manage pay systems,
training needs, promotions, discipline and layoffs. If you don't
already use performance appraisal, just say no, don't start. If you
already do, investigate the alternatives.™

Competition is inherently good. While most business initiatives
state, as their goal, to increase competitiveness, the reality is that
most effective business improvement methods actually involve
increasing our level of cooperation. Teamwork, cross-functional and inter-disciplinary
work groups, supply-chain management, systems thinking, life-cycle management,
communication, international standards, globalization, public-private partnerships -
all of these basic and advanced business approaches focus totally on cooperation
amongst all the players. Start learning the language of cooperation, and look a little
cynically at those who praise competition, for the secrets of advancing organizational
success all involve the enhancement and expansion of working together with, rather
than against, the other players in the game."

You can choose to be great. The feel-good messages from In Search of

Excellence, Built to Last", Good to Great', and other similar storybooks all come up

with a few simple steps that should guarantee your business success. Unfortunately,
they’re all based on seriously flawed research - looking back

through the distorted eyes of success and assuming that these
businesses must have done everything right, since they produced
good results. They ignore the realities of chance, calculated risk,
complexity, and outside factors and none of these books have
successfully predicted the future performance of the companies
they call “great”. If you'd like to think you can predict next week’s
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winning lottery numbers by looking at last week’s winner, you’ll love these books. If
you want to manage an organization for success, you’'d be better off not taking these
fairy tales seriously*".

5. People must be held accountable. Our society is obsessed with g
accountability, with finding the person responsible for every failure
and with rewarding someone for every success. Despite the fact
that the bulk of errors are produced by the systems and structures
in which we work (which are management'’s responsibility™), we
still blame problems on individuals. Despite the fact that business
successes and failures are the product of extremely complex
interactions which can never be fully measured, we still confidently and naively say
that “this was John’s fault”, whether John is an equipment operator or the company
president. For example, while research shows that managerial style contributes at
most, about 4% to the overall results of an organization*, organizations frequently
replace the CEO based on poor performance in the previous year. Naively holding
individual people accountable for failures or successes of our systems blinds us to the
real causes of most of our problems, and prevents us from seeing what truly
produces our results. Stop trying to hold people accountable for what your system
produces; work on improving the system instead.

These delusions are extremely common, and their popularity gives the impression that they
must be correct. But, just as we're now pretty sure that the world ain't flat, we can now be
pretty sure that there’s more wisdom in the contrary views presented above, than in the
popular delusions they contradict. If you're looking for ways to be effective in your
organization, research the alternatives. Just say no to delusions!

Take care.
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