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Chapter 5
A New View Of Management?
A week later and Lucy was back in front of the group.  Richard had accepted her plan for moving forward the previous Wednesday.  It was not what he had tried to inflict on her, but he felt he could not very well do otherwise.  His team had already virtually committed to what she had laid out on her planning sheet.

She had now completed all the initial interviews and the meeting was arranged for her to give her initial feedback and outline her proposed next steps.  She had asked for a pre-meeting with Richard to explain the main points to him privately in advance of this feedback to the whole management group, but Richard had avoided it by claiming prior engagements.  The truth was he did not want to commit himself before he had had a chance to see how the wind blew with his management team.  He wanted to keep his powder dry.

Once again, the whole management team was present and almost on time.  This fascinated Richard.  He had rarely managed to achieve this with meetings planned months in advance.  Clearly, his team was interested in the topic.

Lucy waited for everyone to arrive, and then started immediately by thanking everyone for their input and openness, and by expressing the hope that she had done justice to their time and ideas.

“As I agreed with you at the time of the interviews, the findings that I will be reporting today are non attributable.  However, I believe that everything that was said to me was said in good faith, and I believe you will get a lot out of the conclusions.  But before we start, perhaps it would be useful for you to understand the structure I used for the interviews and where it comes from.”

Lucy waited for a general nod of assent, and then continued:  “When I first started this work, I was involved in implementing Total Quality.”  There was a slight groan from some quarters of the group, and Lucy nodded.  “Yes, that’s not an uncommon reaction.  But, in principle, Total Quality is simply a collection of excellent tools and attitudes.  It is the implementation that so often lets it down.  Don’t get me wrong, my implementations were no better than anyone else’s.  I caused just as much bureaucracy and disinterest as the next person.  And then I came across this quote.”

Lucy flicked a switch on the data projector, and the screen behind her lit up with the words:  ‘Total Quality Management is more about the Quality of Management than it is about the Management of Quality.’

Lucy continued:  “TQ was based on some very sound principles, but all too often we spent our time getting people at the coal face to do things differently while their managers continued in the same old way.  The result was not sustainable.  Management behaviour determines organisation behaviour.  If management don’t change, ultimately their people won’t either.  But the quote got me to thinking.  What actually is ‘High-Quality Management’?  Or in other words, since management is a profession, how would you describe quality in that profession?  What would you say differentiated a professional manager from an amateur, apart from pay?”

She looked around.  She had their attention.  Clearly, the answer was not obvious to them.

“Then let me propose an answer to you, and see what you make of it.”  She clicked to the next slide in her presentation, and by drawing parallels between the professions of medicine and engineering, Lucy derived a model, which she then applied to management.  From this she drew out six principles, which she put up on the screen:

Purpose:  
Ensure a clear understanding of how value is added to the customer

Philosophy:
Ensure a consistent set of values which are commonly shared

People:  
Systematically develop and harness the potential of people

Process:  
Consciously and professionally design and develop all processes

Predict:  
Establish the data flows to invoke responsibility and enable accurate decisions

Perfect:  
Have a clear strategy to monitor and improve all of the above.

“Basically, it was this model which I explored with you in our interviews.”  She paused and looked round the room.  “Yes, I can see most of you can recognise it.  Essentially it is an engineering model called a ‘closed-loop feedback’.”  

At this, Richard started to pay very close attention.  He hadn’t heard Lucy’s so-called theories of management before, and he wasn’t really interested in them, but as soon as she started to talk about engineering, she was on what he considered to be his territory.  He felt sure she would slip up.  He shifted position to more intently listen to what Lucy was putting forward, and to be ready to exploit the first piece of flawed thinking.

Lucy continued:  “Let me explain a bit more.  In a closed-loop feedback system, the result or output is measured and compared against a target value, or set point.  The difference between the set point and the measured value is evaluated by an algorithm, and the conclusion is used to make changes in the process, such as opening a valve or increasing a voltage, in order to influence the output toward the target value.”  As she talked through the theory her hand flicked over a diagram on the screen.  “The model is critical to effective control of engineering processes from electronics to steel plant, from deep sea drilling to space exploration.”  

Seeing Richard’s attention on her, she asked:  “Do you have anything to add at this point Richard?  I know this is your area of expertise!”  

Caught off guard, he just said:  “No.  That seems right to me.  Carry on.”

She paused for a moment more, and then said:  “It is also critical to effective control of an organisation,” and one by one, she related the principles she had drawn out to the principles of the ‘closed-loop feedback diagram’.  Richard sat there stunned, all thoughts of destroying Lucy’s arguments flushed from his mind.  Why had he never seen it before?  It was so beautifully simple.

Lucy continued:  “Management’s role is in the top half of this diagram.  Management are the algorithms that hold the whole thing together, but all too often, they are forced down into the process: replacing missing parts, cooling things down and ensuring the product flows.  If you ask most groups of managers how much time they get here, in the top box: setting goals, analysing outputs and designing and experimenting with the process - many will tell you it is less than 10%, which is far less time than they need to do the job properly.”

There were nods of agreement round the table.

“I can see that the feedback is unlikely to hold any real surprises for you then.  But before I get into it properly, I’d just like to try a little exercise in observation.  In a few seconds I will hold up a normal sheet of lined A4 paper, and I’d like you to take a really good look at it.”  At that point, she produced from inside her file, a ragged and marked sheet of paper, which she held up to the group for a moment, and then returned to her file.

Turning back to the group, she asked:  “What can you remember about it?”  

Various points were thrown in almost immediately.  “It was torn halfway down the left-hand-side”, “It had a smudge mark in the bottom right corner”, and “The top left corner was crumpled”.

She quickly stopped the group and pulled the paper back in front of them again.  “Interesting that,” she said.  “Interesting that no-one mentioned how straight these lines are, or how flat and thin the sheet is or what a wonderful right-angle is formed here.”  She paused.  “You see we tend to take our expectations of a sheet of A4 paper for granted, and talk about how the sheet differs from those expectations.”  She paused again.  “The same thing happens when I speak to people about their companies.  There is a lot that is good about Cylek UK, but you won’t see it fairly represented on the following slides.  That is not because it is unimportant, or it does not exist, it is just because you didn’t tell me about it.  Is that okay?”

People nodded, and Lucy was about to move on, when Daniel interjected:  “Surely it is your job to produce a balanced picture.  It is up to you to find out the facts and if our views are biased to compensate for them.”

Richard was surprised at the interjection.  An unexpected ally?  He was not sure that Daniel was the sort of ally he wanted.  But before he could work out what to do, Lucy had responded:  “I agree!  And eventually we will collectively pull together such a statement.  But for the moment, all I am doing is presenting back to you what you see, and what is at the forefront of your minds.  Nothing more!”

Lucy went to move on, but Daniel hadn’t finished with her.  “What use is that?” he retorted.  Lucy caught herself just before she responded and paused, apparently in thought.  

The pause was long enough for Andrew to answer the question.  “Well, it will help us to reach a common agreement on where we are.  We’ve never really had that!”  

Susan then supplemented that with:  “We’ll need a shared picture in order to agree our priorities for moving forward.”  

Others nodded, and Daniel sensed it was not worth pursuing, but he had to have the last word.  “I’ll reserve judgement,” he said.

Sensing the group were largely with her, Lucy moved ahead to the feedback.  She presented the findings sensitively enough, but it was clear that she had unearthed a whole range of issues in her discussions with Richard’s team, and not one of them could they argue against.  Lucy really had been very thorough.  Finally, after twenty-seven minutes, of uninterrupted feedback, she concluded her presentation.

“Please don’t take from what I have said that you are particularly poor.  I have seen and heard a lot of good things over the last week.  But, if you are intending to sustainably improve your performance, there are a number of issues that you will need to overcome, and they are these.”

At this she put up a simple slide of six bullet points, said “Thank you for your time,” and walked out of the room.

The six bullet points read:

· Few people outside of sales have any real understanding of customers, either external or internal.  People are task focused rather than role focused.

· Targets and standards are ambiguous, confused and often non-existent.  There is no consistent set of values promoted within the organisation.

· The appraisal system is effective, but is not well linked to development.  People’s skills are not effectively harnessed against business opportunities.  Teamwork is weak.

· Outside of manufacturing, there appears to be no real understanding of process.  Procedures do exist where ISO 9000 requires it, but are not developed or refined.

· Measures are largely purely financial.  Decision making and problem-solving are largely ad-hoc and poorly informed.

· There is no clear program of continuous improvement, or of strategically harnessing corporate initiatives.  There is no process for learning from own or other companies experience.

It was a very subdued management group that left the meeting room that evening.

Richard watched them go, but he himself sat quietly in his chair staring at the projection screen, his fingers steepled in front of his nose.

He sat there undisturbed for what seemed like an age, deep in thought over what he had seen: reconciling Lucy’s model of management with his own thinking; reflecting on how closely Lucy’s analysis paralleled his own concerns; and admiring how deftly she had managed the whole thing.

He still did not know where Lucy was coming from, but she would make an awesome ally.

As he pushed himself out of his chair, he made a decision to fully understand Lucy’s agenda, and see if there was some scope in joining forces.  All of a sudden, Lucy as an ally seemed a lot less risky than Lucy as an enemy.
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