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A critical approach [

to management and

Liz Fulop and Stephen Linstead

Management is a fascinating topic for more than just
managers. Airport bookshops are bulging with popular
management bestsellers, which attests to the level of
interest in the subject, and perhaps to the level of
anxiety which managers feel about how they go about
their task. After all, while the middle levels of
management have been shrinking, in what Gibson
Burrell (1997) has called ‘corporate liposuction’,
arising from the downsizing and outsourcing of the
1990s, managers are constantly asked to work both
smarter and harder and ensure that those who work for
them do the same. In the early 2000s globalization
continues to force many ‘branch offices’ to close or
move elsewhere; mergers are on the rise again;
shareholder value dominates corporate decisions; stock
markets increasingly dictate that businesses operate in
very short time frames; and e-commerce is changing
how businesses connect to each other and customers.
On the other hand, lifestyle changes have increased the
demands for flexibility, choice and lifelong learning
opportunities at work. By the same token, employees in
many organizations are being asked to take some
managerial responsibility for their work through what is
sometimes called ‘empowerment’, while the rewards
for those at the very top of the managerial tree have
been increasing dramatically. In fact, Warren Bennis
(p. 75, cited in Hodgetts 1996), a highly regarded
management academic, quoted average salaries of chief
executive officers (CEOs) as being 187 times greater
than their employees — a trend he described as obscene.
Whether it is obscene or not, the trend continues today,
with ever larger payouts being made to CEOs of the
largest corporate failures in the world such as Enron in
the US. The trend is also replicated in the UK — while
employees’ pay remained relatively static and other
directors’ pay rose moderately, CEO pay leapt
dramatically between 1992 and 2002 (see Ezzamel and
Watson 2002; data on CEO pay on Datastream). No
wonder managers wait anxiously for their flights and
thumb the pages of the next panacea with some
agitation. The favoured few might become very
wealthy, but most managers work long and hard under

the shadow of retrenchment or the next performance
review, while consultants and top management argue
for the dissipation of management functions throughout
the organization, in flatter organizations, which offer
fewer opportunities for advancement while posing
greater challenges for motivating others to perform.
Given this scenario, we might well ask the question:
‘Who would want to be a manager?’ Or more to the
point, ‘who would want to manage for someone else?’

One thing this book does not do is take the ‘faddish’
approach that offers a new salvation in the latest tools
or techniques, or even the latest mantra for managing
(see Collins 2000 for an extended critique). We don’t
think that there are a few basic principles down to
which management can be distilled. We do, however,
think that those who practise management can do it
better by taking a critical approach to their own practice
and the contexts in which they practise. We also believe
that they can learn valuable lessons that they can take
into other situations from the learning process. The key
skill that is needed to practise management is to learn
how to undertake critical inquiry, to learn how to learn,
and to be able to do this not just from books, but also
from practice and inspire this in others. It is the
objective of this book, therefore, while placing
emphasis on the contribution which good critical
scholarship can make to the understanding and practice
of management, not to neglect the importance of
applying knowledge, and even good old common sense,
to managerial problems. But what we do need is the
ability to tell the difference between them, and to know
when each is necessary and appropriate.

For us, being critical does not mean standing outside
management and exposing its flaws and weaknesses. It
entails an active and passionate commitment to
improving the abilities of those practising management
to manage better. This involves both sustained
investigation at the practical level and equally sustained
critical activity at the level of theory and analysis; it
also entails a requirement of both managers and
academics to be self-critical. A critical capacity then is
not something that is outside and opposed to




management — on the contrary, it is the very condition
for management to be able to learn, adapt and influence
the rapidly changing world conditions of this

new century.

We acknowledge that there are different ways of
presenting a critical approach to management to what is
proposed here. However, one of the aims of this book is
to be relevant to those who have to practise
management and help them to navigate the rich panoply
of ideas, theories, approaches and models that they may
find useful. Many of the models and approaches we
examine are those that management practitioners are
likely to come across in the management and
organizational behaviour (OB) literature, including the
fads, fashions and bestsellers. Our aim is to deal with
whatever forms of knowledge managers may need to
engage with and use and present these through a critical
lens that helps them in managing both in and beyond
the workplace. Our focus then is on management as a
set of practices that can be performed by a variety of
people and is not confined to a particular group of
people called ‘managers’. Indeed one of the challenges
in the new millenium might well be to consider the
possibility of the ‘end of management’ in many
organizations and the rise of new practices that are
‘beyond’ management. Perhaps some intimation of this
was heralded by the rise (and fall of many) of the
dot.coms and the Internet revolution in the late 1990s.

We are also aware that management is no longer
simply an organizational activity, but even for those
organizations not involved in international activities, it
is nevertheless a global issue. This is because
globalization does not just occur at the level of the
brand, product or service; or at the level of material
resourcing, human resourcing or financing; or even in
terms of markets and spheres of operation. It is a
complex process which is cultural, social, economic,
political and informational — and through it we come to
recognize that even our theories as well as our practices
are culturally shaped and relative. Even so,
globalization is so widely touted as the justification for
all manner of changes — in public administration as well
as private enterprise — that much of the globalization
discourse, as presented in both the popular and some of
the academic media, has the status of mythology. In this
book, we take seriously the facts of global enterprise,
organization and management, but are critical of
its fictions.

The approach of this book

This book takes a very different view of organization
theory and management from that found in many
mainstream texts. Along with Roy Jacques (1996: 166),
we see management as a set of practices that

fundamentally entail the power to influence the flow of
information and resources and the authority and power
relationships through which work is organized and
rewarded. This ‘flow’, as Jacques describes it, is
embodied in different individuals at different points of
time, but does not reside in a distinct body or group
called the ‘managers’. Mere positions or titles in a
hierarchy are no guarantee that influence will be
embodied in such positions or that others with less
status will not be more powerful at some time.
Management, and the act of managing, is increasingly
embedded in complex and fluid relationships, where the
old notions of managing employees or their behaviour
is giving way to the emphasis on relational
management. The reason why relational management
has come to the fore is due in large part to the rise of
knowledge work and knowledge workers who are seen
by many as being very different from employees who
work in the factory system dominated by manufacturing
(Jacques 1996: 182-91). The very notion of ‘knowledge
workers’, and the rise of the ‘new economy’, presents a
significant challenge to how we think and theorize
about organizations and their workings.

Knowledge work is popularly characterized as the
dawning of a new age, as exemplified in works such as
Thomas A. Stewart’s book, Intellectual Capital,
(1997a). In an excerpt from the book published in
Fortune, the popular business magazine, Stewart
(1997b) describes two worlds of work — the old factory
system and the new world of intellectual capitalism.
He argues that the factory flourished under a system of
management that is no longer seen as relevant, at least
not in affluent Western economies. Stewart believes
that in the future industries will be built on intellectual
capital and will no longer need the huge factories of
the past that required massive outlays of capital on
buildings, machinery and equipment. He goes on
to say:

The logic of capitalism was simple. Mr Moneybags got an
idea for a business. He turned his money, plus some from a
bank, into fixed assets — a factory, machines, offices. He hired
a Man in a Gray Flannel Suit to manage the assets. The
manager, in turn, hired workers to operate the machines.
Moneybags paid them — hourly wages to the easily replaceable
workers, annual salaries to the managers, a reflection of their
longer-term value. Moneybags kept all the profits; he was also
responsible for paying the bank, maintaining the machines and
buying new ones. He might offer the public a chance to share
ownership with him; occasionally he gave managers the
option to buy a piece too. He almost never let the workers in
on the action, though in good years he gave them a goose for
Christmas. (Stewart 1997b: 71)

Stewart’s crude depiction of capitalism seems to capture
some of the key elements of the old system, particularly



the relationship between managers, workers and owners
of the firm. Over the years, ‘Mr Moneybags’, who used
to be the owner and the main risk taker in the business,
increasingly shared the profits and risks of running the
business with his managers, but never with his
employees. Stewart’s description of the decline of the
factory system is only one of a number of such
predictions. Paul Thompson and David McHugh (1990:
94) have also divided the organization of work into two
distinct eras. They use the term ‘the first industrial
divide’ to describe the era of mass production, when
large-scale businesses (factories) first flourished and
intense specialization and division of labour were
introduced. Others use terms such as ‘modernity’ or
‘modern management’ to describe the old factory system
that was the pillar of manufacturing in Western
economies (Clegg 1990: 203). Thompson and McHugh
use the term ‘second industrial divide’ to describe the
decline of manufacturing and the rise of a new economy.

The decline of manufacturing has been a recognized
worldwide trend. In 1995, for example, Fortune
published figures citing what were then considered to
be the worst industries in the US in terms of job losses
or downsizing. The list was headed by aircraft and parts
manufacturers at the top while steel mills were at the
bottom. The study did not suggest that these industries
would disappear, but rather that they were shrinking in
terms of the job opportunities they would provide in the
future. Indeed, even Stewart (1997b: 71) argued that
many jobs still, and always will, require big, expensive
machines for large-scale production but not the labour.
Steel mills, for example, continue to be built in many
countries but these are now designed as ‘mini mills’,
using sophisticated technologies as opposed to being
labour intensive as in the past and require a much more
lean and skilled workforce.

Fortune also identified where it thought the best jobs
will be in the future. These were to be found in industry
sectors dominated by knowledge workers and
predominantly in services. Many of the jobs in these
sectors are more difficult to automate (that is, substitute
with technology) and require greater flexibility,
unavailable under mass production. It was not
surprising, for example, given the ageing population in
many Western societies, to find home healthcare highest
on Fortune’s list of expanding industry sectors.
Industries associated with media, home entertainment,
Internet technology and virtual reality technologies and
communication were also high on the list. The image of
the worker in many of these industries is different from
the old factory system. According to Stewart:

Intellectual capitalism is different. In knowledge-intensive
companies, it’s not clear who owns the company, its tools, or
its products. Moneybags’ modern-day descendant starts with
seed money from a Silicon Valley venture capitalist. He leases

office space in some Edge City corporate village and doesn’t
own a factory; a company in Taiwan manufactures his
products. The only plant and equipment the company owns are
computers, desks and a 1950s Coke machine someone picked
up at auction. Whereas Moneybags bought the assets of his
company, it is unclear who makes the investments on which
intellectual capitalism depends, the investments in people. The
manager — the Man in the Ralph Lauren Polo Shirt — paid his
own way through business school. The worker is shelling out
for an electronics course she takes at night, though the
company will reimburse her for half the cost when she
completes it. Every manager and worker receives stock
options — as a group they may own as much stock as the
capitalists. (Stewart 1997b: 71)

Jacques (1996: 182-3) puts knowledge management
into a different perspective, arguing that it dates back
to the early 1900s, the factory system of production.
He says what distinguished the industrial era was the
need to capitalize on knowledge management through
formalization (rules, procedures and so on),
professional training and development, and the design
of machines and jobs to match them. In the post-
industrial era (or intellectual capitalism), the challenge
is to capitalize on learning, both at the individual and
organizational level. In what he terms a ‘knowledge
theory of value’, Jacques contends that the ability to
learn represents not knowledge management per se,
but the capacity to change knowledge. He coins the
term ‘learning worker’ to describe one whose value
lies not in what he or she knows, but the combination
of discretion and skill that permits such a person to
change what he or she knows (1996: 181). He goes on
to say:

Perhaps, instead of imagining the knowledge worker to be
newly emergent as a post-industrial worker, we should
imagine him/her as a worker who has been there all along and
who is now in the spotlight due to the confluence of certain
socio-economic accidents — new technologies, redefined
market boundaries, global redistribution of classes of work ...
which place this worker at critical confluences of power ...
Perhaps what is changing today is not the importance of the
worker knowledge, but the kind of knowledge that is
important. For three generations, systems have been refined to
produce worker knowledge leading to compliance with
decisions made by a specialized sub-group of employees
(‘management’). Increasingly, post-industrial organizations
are seeking systems producing worker knowledge leading to
initiative. This is not simply a different goal; it is one that
conflicts with every element of disciplinary work practices.
(Jacques 1996: 143)

As Jacques goes on to say, ‘the central problem of
“managing” the “employee” has been one of
knowledge’ (1996: 181). The central problem for
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managing the learning worker is very different. This
leads us to the rationale of this book.

Each of the chapters addresses a core topic that is
generic to what might be seen as traditional areas of
organization and management, but it is framed in terms
of the challenges of relational management. The
content of the chapters is designed to reflect the current
state of critical scholarly activity in the field, which of
course reflects the state of the practice of management
in this new century. The chapters build on existing
knowledge in various fields, highlighting some
enduring theories and approaches, but then pushing the
boundaries of management beyond these ideas. So you
will find chapters on teams, managing change, conflict,
control, leadership, culture, power, motivation, strategy,
structure, decision making and sustainability, which, as
we said, are familiar topics in most managerial and
organizational behaviour texts. A difference in our focus
is how we use traditional approaches in many of these
areas as the basis of examining these topics. We then go
on to reframe them in the light of a critical appraisal of
the current emphasis, in both academic and popular
literature, surrounding each topic. Our approach differs
most noticeably, however, when we come to consider
knowledge and learning, gender, ethics, networking and
virtuality. These topics are no longer marginal notes on
the practice of management, but are at the heart of what
those who practise management have to address every
day, from their own personal development, through
their relations with colleagues, and even to the point
where organizational boundaries dissolve into networks
and virtual organizations. We have brought these topics
into the mainstream of this text because we believe that
they have already established their intellectual and
practical significance in the world of management and
they represent a realistic agenda for the study of both
for the next 10 years.

However we have also taken an approach in which
each chapter, as far as possible and appropriate,
addresses a group of key themes related to its content.
These themes are:

B sources and uses, including abuses, of knowledge
and information

B learning in organizations, both its oppressive and
liberating forms

B reflective practice and self-reflexivity

B diversity, including but not limited to race, gender,
ethnicity and cross-cultural issues

B power in its many and varied forms.

We begin each chapter with some questions which you
might like to keep in mind when you consider the topic
of the chapter; don’t jump ahead at this point, but be
reassured that in most cases we do attempt to answer
those questions at the end of the chapter! Of course, by

the time you reach the end of the chapter, you will have
your own answers, which might not be quite the same as
ours. But there is more than one way to respond to these
complex questions and, as we shall see, management is
not a simple question of right and wrong, but of using
both reasoned judgement and feeling to make sense of
complicated situations. Accordingly, we also begin each
chapter with a short case study and some questions on
it, which we ask you to think about before you read the
chapter and reflect on as you progress through the
chapter. By the end of the chapter you should be able to
make a thorough response to these questions, but to help
you along we address them ourselves in Revisiting the
Case Study — but not in the sense of our having the final
word. We would also expect you to challenge our
assumptions, based on your reading of the chapters and
your interpretations of the materials. We have chosen
the case study method because it is a way of framing
problems that can be shared in common and from which
some lessons and insights can be drawn. Ideally, we
would have left the questions out and left it up to you,
the reader, to formulate them. However, we have to pose
and answer these questions because we want to expose
our own limitations and imperfections and open
ourselves to scrutiny and challenge. There is no ‘one
best way’ to deal with a case study. There are only better
questions than others!

Why study management?

There are many sides to management, no simple and
clear answers, and no ‘one best way’ to do it.
Management is a complex field of activity and one that
requires enormous effort and will to do well. It is not
something that comes naturally to many of us, yet it is
something that almost all of us might be called upon to
do, not only through involvement in formal
organizations, but in our private lives as well. Our focus
in this book, however, is primarily on formal
organizations, but we do consider public, private and
voluntary organizations to be within our compass.
There are two main reasons for studying
management. The first is to gain knowledge and
understanding of management and what it is and, in the
process, learn how to be a better and more effective
manager. There is no simple way to do this. There is
also no guarantee that what will be learnt in the theory
of management will be easily translated into the
practice of management. This raises the second reason
why it is important to study management. When we
study management we need a framework that will allow
us to develop reflective practice, which is at the heart of
critical thinking as we see it. In this textbook, the notion
of ‘critical thinking’ remains a core idea, considered
essential to the development of the manager and, more



importantly, to the better practice of management
(Fulop 1992; Thomas 1993). There are of course a
number of different ways in which critical thinking and
a critical approach can be developed. We consider some
of these shortly.

We can develop reflective practice by adopting
perspectives that help us to see familiar situations in
new ways, and by considering things that challenge our
perceptions about people, organizations and ourselves.
Adopting a questioning, quizzical attitude can help us to
recognize and solve problems, identify opportunities
and think creatively (Thomas 1993). Robert Chia and
Stuart Morgan (1996: 58) state:

The purpose of management education is not so much
knowledge acquisition and accumulation as it is sensitizing
students to our own peculiar culturally based (and often
idiosyncratic) ways of ordering the world. It is about
inculcating an intimate understanding of the way ...
management knowledge ... is organized, produced and
legitimized ... In other words, the priority of education is
quintessentially about gaining an understanding of [how we
organize and represent knowledge from various sources].

In a nutshell, learning about management requires a
critical perspective that is guided by four key processes
of inquiry:

1. identifying and challenging assumptions

2. developing an awareness of the context in which
management ideas have evolved historically,
culturally and socially

3. always seeking alternative ways of seeing
situations, interpreting what is going on,
understanding why an organization is configured the
way it is, and speculating about the way the
organization could be managed differently and in
ways that disrupt routines and established order;

4. being appropriately sceptical about what one hears
and reads about management (Thomas 1993: 11
Brookfield 1987, cited in Alvesson and Deetz
2000: 8).

Much as these processes sound like work, the essence
of managing is learning about managing in a way
that brings ‘the connection between knowledge,
imagination and the zest for life’ to the fore (Chia
and Morgan 1996: 57).

The critical approach

This introduction outlines a critical approach to
management that enables us to reflect on how we learn
about management. It is designed to help us to develop
the intellectual rigour and knowledge to deal with the
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complex and multifaceted issues that arise every day in
work situations. Managers need to know how to analyse
problems, how to use the knowledge they have acquired
in a questioning manner, and how to employ their
creative capacities to see things in new ways in order to
resolve dilemmas. A vast body of knowledge and
research can be drawn upon to help analyse and respond
to what is happening or unfolding in organizational
situations.

What sources of knowledge about managers and
organizations are most useful, and how does a manager
use or adapt them in a meaningful and constructive
manner? Most of what is found in the management,
organizational behaviour (OB) and organizational
literature is based on theories, research or studies that
have been undertaken in various organizations,
sometimes even in laboratories, under different sets of
constraints, some more scientific than others, often in
different countries and within different time frames.
This means that most ideas or suggestions have to be
adapted to take account of the peculiarities and
uniqueness of the manager’s own situation or context.

In Chapter 1, we discuss some of the complexities
and problems associated with learning, both from the
vantage point of the individual and the organization.
Enhancing individual and organizational learning (or
collective learning) is perhaps the hardest thing any
manager will ever have to do, and it requires the art or
skill of reflective practice. Reflective practice has been
popularized in the organizational learning literature (for
example Senge 1990), but draws heavily on the work of
the late Donald Schon (1977). Some theorists argue that
this type of learning cannot occur unless organizational
members are able to identify new knowledge, transfer
and interpret new knowledge, use the knowledge to
adjust behaviour or practices and pass on this
knowledge to others (Levinson and Asahi 1995: 59-60).
Others present different views of what it is to be a
reflective practitioner (Golding and Currie 1999).

Others argue that self-reflexive practice is a further
development of reflective practice. Questions such as
‘who am I and who am I becoming?’ are ones that self-
reflexive practitioners will ask of themselves. Questions
such as ‘what really happened, why, and what can I do
about it?” are typically posed by the reflective
practitioner. To engage in self-reflexive practice is
something akin to trying to rethink and rework one’s
own identity, values and assumptions, to such an extent
that self-reflexive practice has been regarded as being
tantamount to trying to ‘jump over one’s shadow’
(Limerick and Cunnington 1993: 221). Our use of the
term ‘reflective practice’ in this book includes the
important, more postmodern sense of self-reflexivity.
This form of reflective practice adds another dimension
to the education of managers. Typically, management
has been taught or thought of as something that is




achieved by imparting particular forms of knowledge
and know-how. Often it is taught as a skills-based
activity or set of practices. In contrast, reflective
practice emphasizes the need for all managers to
develop abilities to critique and to be creative (Chia and
Morgan 1996). Or, as Mats Alvesson and Stanley Deetz
(2000: 8) suggest, critique allows a person to recognize
if and how certain ways of organizing, reasoning and
representing the world constrains imagination,
autonomy and decision making. The very idea of
reflective practice also raises the perennial question:
what is good management? How do I know when I’ve
done well?

As stated above, we take the approach that
management is the management of relationships and, as
such, is a relational practice, so the answer to these
questions will not be fixed and final but will change as
the relationships between the elements of management
change. However, before we take a look at the nature of
these relationships, we need to address our fourth
theme, that of diversity.

Diversity is an issue which managers are being forced
to confront both in the workplace and increasingly
outside it in terms of relationships with, for example,
overseas suppliers and overseas manufacturing
facilities, investors or joint venture partners. The
recognition of the existence of diversity and, in some
cases, the desire to increase or create it have led to a
more intense focus on managing relationships in the
workplace and managing differences more effectively
(see Chapter 2). Differences are based on age, race,
gender, sexuality, ethnicity, beliefs, experience,
disability and so on, although often gender and race
receive most attention. These differences have to be
accommodated, or even celebrated, in managing. For
example, whether or not managers are male or female,
the fact remains that they have to understand and
accommodate better a broader range of differences than
in the past. In addition, they need to do their part in
providing genuine opportunities for meaningful,
equitable and rewarding careers for those whom they
manage. By using diversity as a lens through which we
examine the content and issues of management, we can
begin to become aware of a much broader set of
consequences, questions, challenges and potential
sources of creative solutions to organizational
problems, besides uncovering a few more of these
problems to which we were previously oblivious.
Certainly the consideration of diversity can change the
nature of relationships in the workplace and what we
see as the management task — as we shall see in Chapter
2 — and in particular the way we theorize management.

While it is important for managers to learn about and
confront issues of diversity, changing the nature of
relationships in the workplace will not be achieved
unless issues relating to power and control are also

addressed. We explore the complex ways in which
power becomes embedded in relationships, both in its
more obvious and less obvious forms. Power is integral
to explaining how relationships are formed, but also
why they often fail or are difficult to sustain over longer
periods. In considering issues of power, we do not wish
to identify ourselves with any particular one of the
various ‘critical’ positions which have emerged over the
past two decades — among them critiques grounded in
the critical theory of the Frankfurt School, notably
Jiirgen Habermas (Alvesson and Willmott 1992, 1996);
varieties of postmodernism, influenced by Michel
Foucault and Jacques Derrida in particular, although
their work has often been poorly understood, which
have sometimes sought to lay claim to the field of
critical management studies (Fournier and Grey 2000);
critical postmodernism, which has attempted to bridge
the distance between postmodernism, critical theory and
Marxism, often inspired by Theodore Adorno (Boje et
al. 1992; Alvesson and Deetz 1996); and critical
realism, a position which is sometimes guilty of
producing an absurd and poorly understood version of
those perspectives to which it seeks — with frequent
immodesty — to offer an alternative (Ackroyd and
Fleetwood 2000). Critical realism rejects the extremes
of positivism, which treats social phenomena as though
they were things (reification), and radical relativism,
which takes the approach that ‘anything goes’ and
people have free and unfettered choice over how they
act (voluntarism). Critical realists try to recognize that
the social world may have objective qualities
independent of the discursive and conceptual
constructions of its members, or the ways they make
sense of it. Nevertheless they recognize that the world
ultimately depends on these sense-making practices for
its reproduction and transformation, maintenance and
change. Accordingly they try to follow an empirical
strategy which claims both an active reflexivity
(critique of its own practice) and an acceptance of
causality in method and analysis. We will have more to
say about some of these perspectives but we all have
our preferences and arguments in defence of those
preferences, and ours will emerge during the course of
this book, but we are not attempting to sell a particular
perspective here or engage in internecine warfare over
the ‘critical” high ground. What we hope to do is utilize
work from a variety of traditions that we consider to be
critical, in order to introduce our readers to the richness
of these approaches and the range of insights that they
can offer to the inquiring and questioning manager.

Management is the management of
relationships

Management is often presented as the management of




things, which includes resources (and people are treated
as human resources). This reification (literally, ‘thing-
making’) reinforces the artificial separation between the
component disciplines through which management is
defined and taught. However, the separate disciplines of
management — accounting, organizational behaviour,
information systems, operations management,
marketing and so on — cannot easily be separated in
practice, as each interlocks with the other (see also
Jacques 1996: x). Real-life problems are overlapping
and interconnected, rather than self-contained, and even
when a management problem is solved successfully, the
process is never finished. Relationships are constantly
changing and the process of managing, and perhaps
improving, them is continuous. It is not surprising to
hear managers often refer to their daily work as largely
one of ‘putting out fires’.

Management is a relational, differential activity,
involving criteria that shift and environments that
change at different rates. Because management is a
relational activity, managers have to deal with multiple
realities, roles and identities, and multiple loyalties of
individuals. It is the recognition that individuals have
multiple realities, roles, identities and loyalties that is so
central to managing diversity in organizations. Whether
it involves dealing with the natural environment, with
other colleagues, with customers/clients and
competitors, with communities, networks or alliances,
the managing of ‘relationships’ will be paramount. How
is the relational view different from more traditional
approaches to management?

Traditional approaches to management tend to
emphasize (implicitly and often explicitly) management
as the control of relationships. Scientific management,
as we shall see in Chapters 2, 6 and 11, constructs the
supervisor—employee relationship as that between the
head and the hands, with the head (manager/supervisor)
firmly in control, giving the instructions, and the hands
(employees) carrying them out. Yet studies of business
pioneers and entrepreneurs emphasize the role of the
entrepreneur in bringing people and things together, the
literal meaning of the word ‘entrepreneur’. Here the
important role of the entrepreneur/manager is the
bringing of relationships into being for mutual
advantage. Some that are more focused on the power of
management as a group than on the individual manager,
such as labour process theory, emphasize inequality or
asymmetry in relationships. They focus on relationships
where one group becomes powerful and remains
dominant over another for long periods of time (see
Chapters 6, 7 and 11). Systems thinking, which
developed in the 1940s and has enjoyed a resurgence of
popularity in the learning literature (see Chapter 1),
takes a particular view of the process of relationships,
looking for functional and dysfunctional elements and
emphasizing the relationship of fitting in with the
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environment in order to survive and grow. Strategic
management approaches (which we discuss in Chapter
15) build on this and increasingly view business failure
in terms of failure to stay in touch with changes in the
competitive environment, in terms of interrupted or
distorted relationships, where something is wrong with
the conversion of system inputs into the right sort of
system outputs. Developing as far back as the
Hawthorne Studies (see Chapters 2 and 11), but
changing as the field of psychoanalysis changed with
each decade, psychodynamic approaches have
emphasized problematic relationships — organizational
pathology as the result of a failure to maintain
psychological balance in relations, resulting, for
example, in group conflict. In Chapter 10 we discuss the
concept of ‘narcissism’, which is an example of how
such distorted relationships can profoundly affect
organizational practice. In short, existing studies
suggest that, at a basic practical level, without building,
maintaining and developing relationships a manager
cannot manage. We also extend this argument into
managing the environment and finding ways in which
control and mastery can give way to sustainable and
manageable relationships in this highly sensitive and
political area of global development in which managers
are pivotal figures.

Two things, however, are important to the perspective
we are taking here. First, these relationships are in a
dynamic field, in constant (although not necessarily
profound or radical) change, and, second, they embody
Sflows of energy and power through the field. The
manager then has to be able to monitor how these
changes are occurring, and has to be able to channel
these flows of energy, interest, knowledge and power in
order to get things done in the organization. What
becomes of particular interest to studies of these
networks or webs of relations is:

what is related, how, and how this in turn changes
how changes in one part of the web affect other
parts or are prevented from doing so

how managers act in establishing, maintaining and
changing relationships

how existing patterns of relationships pose
constraints and how these can be addressed by
managers.

What also emerges from these considerations are the
skills and qualities which managing these relationships
demands:

B sensitivity to a wide variety of types of information
and forms of knowledge — technical, cultural,
emotional — as well as different narrative forms such
as stories or workplace myths
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the ability to visualize and perceive new patterns of
relationships

the ability to tolerate ambiguity and uncertainty

the ability to be persuasive

the confidence to take risks and intervene, to
exercise judgement in the absence of authoritative
prescriptions such as rules, policies, procedures

the capacity to be self-critical, learn from mistakes
and develop continuously.

If we take the individual manager as our focus, these
relationships could rather crudely be said to fall into
two groups (see Figure 0.1). One group of relationships
is that which is related to the job, the organization and
the demands of the manager’s formal role in relation to
the organization’s ‘rational-purposive’ dimension: goals
such as making a profit, meeting production targets,
retaining customers and so on. The other group is that
related to the manager’s personal desires, ambitions,
social demands, familial relations and so on. In the
practising manager’s world, these fields are in tension
and may from time to time be in overt conflict — such as

when the managing director calls an ‘away day’
meeting to discuss changes in the company strategy on
your wedding anniversary or your partner’s 30th
birthday party. Let’s look at this division more closely,
with the help of the summary overview provided by
Figure 0.1.

Role-focused, goal-oriented relationships

At their simplest, these roles are all about what it is that
managers do that differentiates management from any
other activity. Lots of writers, for example Henry
Mintzberg (1975) and Rosemary Stewart (1988), have
focused on this. At this level it is those features of the
job and the role in the organization that exert demands
and create tensions in the manager’s life. Most relevant
are practical problems that confront managers in their
formal role, such as how to do the job, how to do it
better, how to change it, how to get others to cooperate
and so on.

Henry Mintzberg (1975) undertook a groundbreaking
study that challenged much of the received wisdom

formative contexts
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Figure 0.1 The management of relationships



about management. In a blatant challenge to classical
management theories, which argued that there was ‘one
best way’ to manage, that management was simply the
application of a set of principles or that management
was the collective term for a group of functions, such as
planning, coordinating, leading and controlling,
Mintzberg instead argued that it was an evolving
process. Classical theories of management were poor
descriptors of the interactive and complex reality of

INTERPERSONAL ROLES

Embodies legal authority; leads ceremonial
duties such as signing formal documents and
accepting visitors

Figurehead

Motivates others to do their jobs

Acts as llink to bind organization, both

Liaison horizontally and vertically

INFORMATIONAL ROLES

Provides focal point for non-routine

Nerve centre information, receives all types of information

Passes selected information to

Disseminator .
those who can use it

Acts as source and channel of
information to outsiders

DECISIONAL ROLES

Creates and gives impetus to

Entrepreneur organizational changes

Disturbance
handler

Intervenes when unexpected situations
demand corrective action

Decides the amount and allocation of
resources such as capital and personnel

Resource
allocator

Represents the organization in negotiations with
third parties, for example contractors, officials,
suppliers and trade unions

Negotiator

Figure 0.2 Mintzberg’s managerial roles

Source: Adapted and reprinted by permission of Harvard
Business Review. From ‘The manager’s job: folklore and
fact’ by Henry Mintzberg, March/April 1990, p. 168.

Copyright © 1990 by Harvard Business School of
Publishing Corporation. All rights reserved.

what managers actually do. Indeed, while it is tempting
to think of management in terms of these functions of
organizing it is also dangerous, as it leads us to try to
make the reality of the task fit its image — as Burrell
(1997) and Collins (2000) argue, it de-forms reality
rather than informs us about it. After observing and
recording the activities of a number of senior managers,
Mintzberg identified three groups of roles, shown in
Figure 0.2, and described here:

1. Interpersonal roles — Most people in organizations
engage in a good deal of interpersonal contact.
When one is acting as a manager, these interactions
increase emphatically and have three differing
aspects, whether the manager is performing as
figurehead (representing to other bodies), leader
(managing internal relations) or liaison (bridging
with other groups).

2. Informational roles — All managers act as focal
points for information, and accordingly they
enhance their understanding of the organization and
its environment by being caught up in this flow of
information. As nerve centres and disseminators,
they facilitate the achievement of organizational
objectives by channelling information to the most
appropriate points. They often act as spokespersons
to channel and control information to outside
bodies.

3. Decisional roles — Managers are engaged in change,
where they act as entrepreneurs, stimulating and
driving it through, and also in ‘running the
business’, keeping activities going smoothly by
handling disturbances, allocating resources and
negotiating.

Critics of Mintzberg say, in particular, that he
generalizes about all managers from a small sample of
those at or near the top of the organization. While
Mintzberg has suggested that the roles can and do apply
to other managers, he has also welcomed the work of
other researchers who have narrowed their focus to look
at the roles of those managing in specific functions,
such as HRM, R&D or marketing, or managing at
different levels, where middle management has
received particular attention (see Thomas and Linstead
2002; Linstead and Thomas 2002). ‘Downsizing’
processes intended to cut costs in making organizations
‘lean’ during the recessionary times of the late 1980s
and early 1990s were subsequently found to have left
organizations lacking an often critical resource by
removing middle managers. Middle managers did far
more than simply link decisions at the top with actions
at the bottom (Naylor 1999: 11-13).

The managerial task may therefore have changed and
be changing since Mintzberg’s research. Although his
critique of classical management theory was trenchant,




it could be argued that his own model no longer fits the
reality of managing in the postmodern world. It has
been suggested, for example, that for middle managers
in information technology-enabled organizations, the
tasks of communication and coordination have been
ceded to information and knowledge management
systems, while other roles have come to the fore.
Dauphinais (1996, cited in Naylor 1999: 13) identifies
four of these roles:

1. Creators and implementers of strategy — making
quick responses to developments within the
framework of organizational goals, largely enabled
because middle managers, in particular, gain early
knowledge of internal problems and shifts in the
marketplace.

2. Influencers — middle managers’ roles are at
junctions of vertical and horizontal communication.
Their key responsibilities require them to manage
key tasks or functions yet their position enables
them to influence people above, below and at the
same level.

3. Key sources of stability — middle managers may be a
source of resistance to change, but may on the other
hand use their experience to consolidate and
integrate the improvements that may result from
change.

4. Drivers of continual change — middle managers
have an important role in, and may control the
outcomes of, project and teamwork, which have
grown as forms of work organization to match the
need for flexibility in changing environments.

So although Mintzberg’s work pioneered the view of
management as a relational process, it also emphasized
the need to monitor continually the changing nature of
management over time, and to question its own
conclusions by comparing them against everyday reality.

Person-focused, self-oriented relationships

This area of concern focuses on managers as individuals,
and the impact that the role may have on them. It covers
effects on the manager’s personality, including emotions
and stress (see Chapters 2 and 9). It can also include: the
consideration of ethical and moral issues that might arise
as personal dilemmas during the course of doing
business (see Chapter 8); and the consideration of
learning, learning styles, levels and types of learning,
self-management and self-development (see Chapter 1).
Diversity in the workplace puts emphasis on people,
differentiates their perspectives, views and mindsets and
stresses that these differences have to be managed to
ensure organizations gain the maximum benefit from
potential sources of knowledge. Relational management
also recognizes that people bring their ‘whole self’ to

work, not just a ‘work self’, that is, they also bring their
sexuality, spirit, emotions and connections to family and
friends with them every day. These aspects of people’s
identity need to be taken into account to enrich the
meaning and context of work (Zangari and Cavaleri
1996: 338-9). Commitment and attachment to work and
the organization can diminish as people find meaning,
identity and the whole self beyond work (Handy, cited
in Ettore 1996: 15). It is naive to expect that people will
centre their lives entirely around their employment, as
we discuss in Chapter 9. The managerial challenge is
not to annex and incorporate the personal and social
world of their employees, but to allow space for and
achieve an appropriate balance between these elements
across all age groups. It would be foolish to assume, for
example, that every generation of people in the
organization shares the same aspirations or world
views, and indeed even levels of skills and knowledge,
especially today with the widespread use of the Internet
and computers.

Relationships are with constituencies

Relationships are enacted with groups of others as well
as with individuals. Where these groups have a strong
and recognizable identity, we can call them
constituencies, and these constituencies can be both
internal to the organization or outside it and impacting
upon it.

Relationships with internal constituencies

Constituencies could be regarded as groups of
stakeholders. The stakeholder terminology has some
rather unfortunate ‘representative’ and ‘bargaining’
connotations related to traditional industrial relations
approaches. In the sense that we use the term here, we
are mindful that social reality itself is constructed and
negotiated even at the basic level of establishing
meanings that can be shared. Within the organization,
this involves consideration of issues like managing
other people, vertical and horizontal relationships,
internal customers and suppliers, support systems and
service suppliers, specialists and professionals, and
formal/informal relations, along with some basic
principles of organizational structure. It is this process
of creating meanings, enrolling others to share common
understanding and often imposing them on others,
which gives people their ‘stake’ in something.

Relationships with external constituencies

From the organization’s point of view, these are the
external stakeholders — customers, clients, suppliers,
investors, those involved in the micro-legal



environment, the public in terms of public image,
competitors, collaborators, cooperators, coexistors,
collectives, agents/distributors/franchisees, potential
recruits/suppliers/customers and so on, and former
members of the organization in some cases. This also
involves the manager’s own community, family, partner
and friends who are the core of other networks whose
interests and influence may cut across those of the
organization and produce tension for the manager. The
home, for example, is perhaps the most powerful
external constituency for most people.

However, the notion of the external stakeholder
changed in the 1990s and this change challenged
managers’ capacities to deal with the relational
dimensions of their work. As Warren Bennis (cited in
Hodgetts 1996: 75) argued, organizations have
responsibilities not only to internal stakeholders (that is,
employees) but to customers and the community. Yet
many companies are increasingly focused on serving
the needs of shareholders more than their other
constituents. Institutional investors (banks, finance
companies and so on) that constitute the most powerful
group of shareholders often pursue short-term strategies
to maximize shareholder returns. Bennis and others (for
example Peter Drucker, cited in Caulkin 1993: 42)
believe that these trends have produced CEOs who
benefit from the ‘bottom-line’, market-driven, hard-
nosed, hard-driving image that reaps them millions
through stock options and pleasing stock markets. This
focus or shareholder mindset (Bennis 1996: 75, cited in
Hodgetts 1996) leaves little room for managing or
building long-term relationships, when the personal
wealth of CEOs can increase substantially when they
downsize or opt for short-term gains. These trends have
raised concerns about how organizations can build trust
and commitment and create the intellectual capital they
need to compete.

Relationships are managed by
performance

classical studies of management principles. Colin
Hales (1993), in a review of various historical
formulations of ‘management principles’, identified
a staggering variety, yet pointed out that this was
only a small sample of the existing work.

2. The performance of interpersonal skills This is
where task performance intersects with the skills of
interaction with others — leadership in a personal
sense, presentation skills, negotiation skills, group
dynamics and facilitation, decision making,
competencies, critical thinking, change management
and even managing emotions. In this mode the
manager may come close to the performance artist,
employing complex skills, rehearsing and changing
roles where necessary (see Chapters 9 and 13).

3. The performance of analytical techniques
Managers do need some quantitative or analytic
skills, albeit in varying degrees, and at the very least
they need to understand enough to know how to use
technical specialists in the best ways or interpret
quantitative data provided by ‘experts’ in the course
of their work. Quantitative analysis, just-in-time
(JIT) knowledge, quality measurement and
benchmarking, information technology, especially
in support of statistical process control, economic
analysis, financial and accounting skills, market
analysis and research all relate to the general
conceptualization of management at this level.

The combination of functional task skills as an
accountant, marketer or other specialist, combined with
interpersonal skills and the ability to understand and use
quantitative data, all enable managers to manage their
key relationships flexibly and effectively. But to what
ends do they apply these skills?

Relationships are managed through
organization
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If we now turn to consider how relationships are
managed, it is not too difficult to see that they must be
managed by action or performance of some sort. There
are three different objects of performance:

1. The performance of functions, tasks and roles This
involves looking at what managers do in terms of
specific tasks, including the functions of marketing,
operations management, human resource
management (HRM), finance and so on, and how
these specialized areas relate to the general
properties of management — in other words, what is
common or overlapping across these functions.
Much work has been done in this area in regard to

The managers’ performance skills are realized through
applying them to organize specific arenas of action to
their advantage. This means the organization of:

1. Social processes In this area the influence of
sociological thinking is most clearly felt in studies
of management, and particularly in the critical
linkage of language, knowledge and power. The
performance of tasks and functions takes place
through social processes that can constrain or enable
different forms of action. Through focusing on
power, social processes involving political action,
such as network and coalition building and
establishing and leveraging power bases, are




emphasized. Critical views also emphasize struc-
tural inequality, control, hegemony and domination
in relations. They also regard ideology as a mysti-
fication that enables power to become the rule of the
powerful — to create domination, subordination and
hegemony (the perpetuation of one group in domin-
ation over another). The labour process perspective
is also important here, including issues of
exploitation and extraction of surplus value and the
manager’s role in the process, as are issues of class,
race and gender differences and discrimination (see
Chapter 6, but also Chapters 2, 7, 11 and 12).

Symbolic representation An important part of man-
agement is what has been called the ‘management
of meaning’. Thus ‘symbolic’ management, or the
attempt to create corporate cultures, teams, new
forms of motivational tools, ‘transformational’ or
visionary leadership (and of course other styles), is
significant here (see Chapters 3 and 10). In addition,
the dramaturgical view of management as a perfor-
mance, staged in a theatrical sense, or the acting of
scripts and storylines is relevant. The focus here is
on verbal and visual language used to create mean-
ings that literally define for people the ‘rules’ of
membership in an organization (even down to the
appropriate language to use) and the communicative
methods by which they are sustained (see Chapters
1,2 and 3).

Knowledge and information One of the key influ-
ences and drivers of change in organizations is the
increasing speed of the flow of information. The
ways in which ‘knowledge’ is formed from infor-
mation are important to some companies, but
critical for ‘knowledge-intensive firms’, a rapidly
growing area of commercial activity and study
(Microsoft is an example). Networks and virtual
organizations all depend on knowledge and infor-
mation flow, and issues of copyright secrecy, confid-
entiality, privacy, theft and robbery, viruses, corrup-
tion and fraud have assumed new dimensions. Infor-
mation is at the heart of the ‘deal” which produced
the spectacular successes on paper, and the equally
spectacular collapses of the highly leveraged
entrepreneurs and corporate raiders of the 1980s.
Similarly, many of the dot.com failures in the late
1990s and early 2000s were also created through
inflated paper values and stock market perceptions
and misinformation. In addition to learning to
master information technology, the information
superhighway, cyberspace, the Internet and a range
of relevant databases, there is still the pervasive and
important traditional form of information flow — the
grapevine, the rumour mill, gossip, stories, talk and
so on — which has not diminished in its significance.

Knowledge and power have a close relationship, and
language could be seen as the glue which holds
them together (see Chapters 7, 13, 14 and 15).

The manager then exercises performance skills by
building and changing relationships based on managing
power, meaning and knowledge. But these processes
also have broader social contexts which inform them.
Managers do not act in a vacuum — their behaviours are
always subject to some constraints due to the complex
web of relationships in which they operate.

Relationships are managed in
formative contexts

Taking a look at the broader canvas, we could use Braz-
ilian critical legal and social theorist Roberto Unger’s
(1975, 1987) idea of ‘formative contexts’ to express the
sense in which action is shaped but not necessarily
determined by wider sociocultural influences. These
contexts, it should be emphasized here, are historically
situated (time, cycles), regionally or globally located
(place, cyberspace), and discursively formed and
sustained (through specific combinations of customs,
languages, cultural knowledge and power relations). In
other words, managing is always tailored to consider-
ations of time, place and discourse (see Chapters 8, 12
and 14). These contexts could be divided into four
broad subdivisions that we will call ‘environments’
which impinge upon and shape the manager’s actions:

1. Regulatory environment The regulatory context is
the formal background of the law, regulations and
restrictions against which businesses and managers
must operate. The significance of the regulatory
environment becomes glaringly obvious to even the
most superficial consideration of British economy
and society during nearly two decades of Thatcher-
ism; as it does, for example, in any consideration of
Hong Kong’s future development as a capitalist city
in a communist country. Political influence, policies
and initiatives, economic factors like interest and
exchange rates and tariff control, trade agreements
and common market agreements all shape the
ground on which business is conducted (see
Chapters 5, 8 and 11).

At the organizational level, rules and structures
act as frameworks for managerial action, and organ-
izational design options open up choices and facil-
itate some practices rather than others, although
ultimately, like the broader regulatory environment,
they are subject to challenge, subversion and
change. Alternatives in organizational structures and
new forms, global corporations and multinational
corporations (MNCs) and strategic alliances, the



virtual corporation, and even the question of
‘modern’ or ‘postmodern’ organizations affect what
management is becoming here. This also articulates
consideration of the competitive environment that is
the specific focus of strategy and marketing (see
Chapters 15 and 16).

Cultural environment Here the impact of cultural
diversity is recognized. Culture can of course be
studied at several levels, and here it is those things
which extend beyond organizational boundaries that
are most significant. While professional, local and
industrial subcultures are important, perhaps the
most important are national/ethnic and cross-
national cultural features. The increasing need to
manage across cultures in terms of marketing,
procurement and manufacturing combines with the
increasing ethnic diversity and mobility of work-
forces to pose highly significant challenges. Gender
issues too are very important at this level (see
Chapters 2 and 3, and also parts of each chapter).

Physical environment The rise of ‘green
management’ is one of the best examples of how the
physical environment has become central to the
study of management. The need to operate in a way
which sustains rather than exploits natural
resources, limits pollution and cares for the com-
munities in which facilities are located is perhaps
the most important new emphasis in global manage-
ment. An increased concern with risk and reliability
as demands for products and services and the speed
at which they are delivered increases also raises
concerns about managing the physical environment.
Recent research and emphases on disaster
avoidance and management have led to a very
substantial new multidisciplinary field emerging in
management and engineering studies. Concerns
about the physical environment have spread beyond
disciplinary boundaries. This area also covers more
traditional issues of climate and geography, and the
logistics of infrastructure (see Chapters 5, 8 and 15).

Ideational environment This is the world of ideas
which account for, legitimate, question and make
possible certain lines of argument and action,
dividing the world up in characteristic ways. This is
still shaped by the classic ideas of management,
particularly scientific management and Fordism (see
Chapter 11). Indeed, Jacques (1996: Chapter 1)
argues that many of the so-called ‘new’ manage-
ment ideas, such as knowledge management and
learning organizations, can be dated back to the
early nineteenth century. Many ideas that have
come to form a corpus of contemporary ideas about
managing need to be carefully interrogated to
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ensure that outmoded ideas and world views are not
continually informing contemporary practice, when
such practice was faulty or flawed all along. It is
therefore important to consider why management
seems so peculiarly vulnerable to ‘fads and
fashions’ that are often really not new at all (see
Chapter 1). At this level, too, broader sociological
studies of morals and ethics are important beyond
the consideration of individual moral dilemmas (see
Chapters 8, 9 and 15).

These different levels of consideration can of course be
related across their boundaries. For example, if we
wanted to consider the management issues relating to the
space shuttle Challenger disaster, which occurred in
1986, and in which all lives aboard were lost including
that of a civilian, we would find that it has been analysed
from every possible angle from engineering to psycho-
analysis! NASA, the US space agency, was blamed for
this accident — on grounds which ranged from neglect of
engineering safety issues, to an arrogant organizational
culture. Technology failure — the disintegration of the
‘O’ rings, which caused the fire on board — was a major
contributor to the accident. But technology operates as a
mediator beneath all three circles described in Figure 0.1
(mostly down the right-hand side) as it mediates analysis
and task performance, the physical environment and the
circulation or otherwise of information. If we look at
information, and the circle in which it appears in Figure
0.1, the management of information is the management
of knowledge and is part of the triadic interaction of
power/knowledge/language. Managers need to see the
relations between language and symbolic representation,
knowledge and information, and power and social
processes and the broader contexts in which they are
embedded. What has made the Challenger disaster a
classic case for managers to study is that such cases,
incorporating diverse perspectives, are rare. With the
Discovery shuttle disaster in 2003, which disintegrated
on re-entry to the earth’s atmosphere killing all seven
crew including Indian and Israeli astronauts, NASA’s
activities were again put under the microscope and the
investigations were as wide-ranging and thorough. In the
Challenger case, however, the point was repeatedly
emphasized: managers are trained to deal with
management problems in a fragmented fashion, often
with a narrow view. But if you look closely enough and
range widely enough, the full range of connections can
be made from only a small amount of information. The
management of relationships means management as a
process in whatever circumstances it occurs, and our
final argument is that the challenge of relational
management is threefold:

1. To be able to ‘surf’ the waves of changing
relationships and maintain a sense of balance.




2. To be able to sense the immense interconnectedness
of things through these relationships, without being
overcome by the vertigo of possibilities (a kind of
‘analysis paralysis’), and still be able to act
effectively.

3. Not to look for simplicity where it cannot be found,
but rather to see the complexity of managing
relationships as a distinct advantage, which is vital
to learning about oneself and one’s organization.
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