
140

Managers
with impact:
versatile
and inconsistent

An operating manager's
executive style of action
must he tailored
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job: those who are con-
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tackle the problems they
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day are likely to have
little to show for their
efforts, while the man-
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situation as it comes and
adapt their style and their
approach accordingly are
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a bit.
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Why is it that so often after a manager has ex-
pended a lot of time and energy in discussion or
planning, nothing happens? Why do so many man-
agers who appear crisp, logical, and determined at
the conference table frequently accomplish little or
nothing when they return to their offices? But why
do other managers work effectively hoth within and
outside their organizations and produce a string of
significant accomplishments in a short time?

Our suhject in this article is the operating skills of
the manager—that is, the process of getting work
done and changes made rather than the process of
formulating policy. We helieve that at least as many
management careers are damaged by weak operating
skills as by a lack of competence in the realm of
strategy and policy making. This belief is supported
by our analysis of the activities of key managers in
31 case studies used in a course that we have both
taught for several semesters. Most of these managers
worked in manufacturing industries. Large and small
companies and top-, middle-, and lower-level man-
agers were almost equally represented.

While the sample is admittedly small, our analysis
suggests a reasonable, but perhaps surprising, con-
clusion: managers who consistently accomplish a
lot are notably inconsistent in their manner of at-
tacking problems. They continually change their
focus, their priorities, their behavior patterns with
superiors and subordinates, and indeed, their own
"executive styles." In contrast, managers who con-
sistently accomplish little are usually predictably
constant in what they concentrate on and how they
go at their work. Consistency, if our findings are
correct, is indeed the hobgoblin of small and incon-
sequential accomplishment.
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We shall explore these findings in this article by
analyzing the differences we noted in the operating
styles of the low achievers and the high achievers.

Patterns of failure

For low accomplishers, consistency is the shadow
of their failures. Apparently as bright, as energetic,
and as mature as the high accomplishers, they
sound analytical and persuasive, but their results
are hollow. Meanwhile, their styles fit into one of
several persistent and predictable patterns.

Tendency to 'wing it': Accepting established rules
of thumb without question or analysis is surpris-
ingly frequent, even among highly trained man-
agers. In most organizations, informal rules of thumb
ease decision making with such guides as "carry
two weeks' inventory," "no overtime," "promote
from within," or "keep direct labor costs at 19 cents"
becoming conventional wisdom.

Rules such as these may have made sense at one
prior point in time but often have no current eco-
nomic or strategic rationale. Unquestioning adher-
ence to existing ways of doing things was surpris-
ingly prevalent even among managers formally
trained to analyze. The common tendency we noted
was for managers to do a great deal of analysis in
the first few months of a new job but after that to
"wing it."

Inappropriate attention to details: On the one hand,
many managers don't get involved enough with the
details of their jobs. This pattern occurs more fre-
quently among well-educated younger managers
than it is among less-educated self-made managers.
The cause may perhaps be the widespread accep-
tance of such commonly accepted notions as "a
manager must stay out of detail," "a manager must
learn to delegate," and "a manager must never get
involved in day-to-day short-term fire fighting."

These deceptively simple notions hurt the careers
of several people in our study and even, in our
opinion, devastated several enterprises. In-depth
knowledge at the critical level of detail provides the
manager not only with the facts, but with the
confidence to come to a correct decision and then
to stick to it without compromise.

On the other hand, attention to details without a
strategy or plan led several of our subjects into a
morass where they floundered and struggled for a
sense of control. When things are not going well
and the pressure is on, the operating manager is
often afraid to delegate much, tends to draw prob-
lems into personal control, becomes increasingly
engrossed, and may be finally overwhelmed by the
workload generated.

This vicious circle is a common syndrome which
the reader has probably observed frequently. It is
especially prevalent among older managers who have
worked themselves up through the organization.
Comfortable with what they know best, they stick
with it and invest their energy in nearly every prob-
lem that enters their span of observation.

No handle on priorities: With the telephone con-
stantly ringing, a never ending series of meetings
and conferences, and a fiurry of memos and paper-
work, the operating manager can easily work day
after day at a feverish pace and feel a comforting
sense of accomplishment. However, quite a few
managers go for months and never make much
headway in the face of looming or existing problems.
In some instances, the situation for which they are
responsible, in fact, deteriorates.

Not moving fast enough: Determining the note of
change making can also be difficult. One manager
took one full year to get costs under control. Al-
though his primary assignment to reduce costs had
been spelled out, he spent most of that year asking
his people to give him advice and attempting to
gain their wholehearted participation and support
in recommending changes. The fact was that the
time available for reducing costs was short, and he
simply could not afford to take a long time to get
his organization to develop its own improvements
or to let his ideas trickle down. His division lost
the next big contract for cost reasons and had to be
closed down.

Lack of boldness, nerve, and self-confidence: This
theme of failure was apparent in a number of the
case studies. In one situation a business school grad-
uate assigned to a decentralized division could see
after several months that the reason the division
was losing money was a poor labor contract which
made the company noncompetitive with foreign
imports. Because the union was unwilling to re-
negotiate the contract, only a bold move leading to
a major confrontation had any chance of straighten-
ing out the situation. The new manager recognized
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righdy that his boss, a middle-aged plant manager,
would probably never precipitate this move. After-
ward, it viras learned that the young man had been
placed there by the division management in the
hope that with his trained analytical skills and his
personality, he w ôuld bring the problem to a head.
When he failed to do so because he was unwilling
to make a bold and personally risky move, he was
ultimately sidelined.

Tolerance of ineffective subordinates: Some man-
agers vv̂ ho consider themselves excellent at develop-
ing subordinates take pride in attempting to get
people to radically change their behavior. Many of
these same managers are also quite reluctant about
firing or replacing an individual, always hoping that
his or her performance Mrill soon improve. Some
offer mild hints and suggestions for improvement;
others just ignore a bad̂  situation in the apparent
hope that the individual will he able to learn on
his own.

We commonly observed beliefs that "the best man-
agers are those whose people are happy," that hap-
piness comes from encouragement and praise, and
that consistent demands for better performance are
bad for morale. With this conventional Mrisdom
often comes the simultaneous toleration of ineffec-
tive subordinates.

Not seeking advice or help: Several failures can be
attributed to a kind of managerial arrogance, the
inability of the manager to recognize or admit that
help is needed. A director of manufacturing kept
insisting to his superior vice president that he and
his group could and v/ould soon straighten out a
set of problems attached to a new product that were
bottlenecking all output at 50% of plan. The vice
president, who was anxious to help in this situation,
viras held at arm's length from personal involvement.
His participation not only M ôuld have been useful
but probably v̂ rould have defused his subsequent
attack on the director of manufacturing, an attack
which resulted in the latter's firing.

Similarly, some managers are unable to seek advice
from knoMfledgeable, experienced subordinates. They
seem to feel that this might admit weakness and
that they must always show themselves to be equal
to their own problems. The result is a waste of
knov^-how and, perhaps worse, a negative and crit-
ical set of subordinates.

In addition, some managers feel compelled to take
command, to make a showing M îth a decision, and

to deal with situations probably better ignored or
pushed "upstairs." Often no decision and delay are
wiser than moving aggressively ahead.

Personal blind spots: Some managers are unaware
of their ov̂ rn weaknesses. As they describe experi-
ences, they do not appear to realize that they lack
a certain skill or body of knowledge.

For example, a manager in a hardv/are manufactur-
ing company did a fine job of improving the sales
force and developing an effective sales strategy.
Subsequently, he moved into marketing where he
obtained good results in introducing new products,
and v̂ as then promoted to executive vice president.
There, he failed. His failure, we assert, was due to
his blindness to the fact that he did not understand
production and manufacturing operations enough
to manage his subordinates. They were able to mis-
lead him.

His approach heretofore had been to focus solely on
strategy and conceptual matters, and his blind spot
was not realizing that implementation, follow-up,
and close attention to detail are critical in manu-
facturing.

Observations from patterns

when the failure patterns are examined as a group,
they are so numerous and so contradictory that they
may seem frightening. They should be. They explain
why so many managers fail at their jobs. Managers
get involved in too much detail—or too little. They
are too cautious or too bold. They are too critical
or too accepting. They are too tough or too suppor-
tive. They delegate too much or too infrequently.
They plan and analyze and procrastinate, or they
blindly plunge ahead day after day without arith-
metic, homework, analysis, or plan. They are ex-
cessively aware of their v r̂eaknesses and damaging
compulsive tendencies, or they have blind spots.

In fact, managing is enormously difficult at any
level in the organization, and no single approach
works consistently. You are damned if you do and
damned if you don't. The best formula seems to be
"it all depends."

To get at something more useful, we took another
look at these patterns. They appear at first to con-
tradict each other as, for example, managers get into
trouble by becoming too involved in details as well
as not involved enough. But the key to the paradox
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is that no manager in the cases we examined failed
because he became bogged down in details at the
wrong time and then overlooked them at another
time when it was equally inappropriate to do so.
On the contrary, each manager who had a problem
had it at one end of the scale or the other, consis-
tently, but never at both.

In other words, low accomplishers tend to develop a
set style or approach, and, when they err, it is al-
ways in. the same particular direction. Consistency
is their downfall, not only a general consistency of
style, but also a tendency to persist in using a limited
number of tools and techniques, based on a small
assortment of managerial premises which they use
over and over again.

In contrast, each outstanding achiever in our cases
not only had a different executive style, but was in-
consistent in personal style. Paradoxically, success-
ful implementors have many styles. They are reg-
ularly inconsistent.

The paradox is revealing. The high accomplishers
get into fine detail in one situation yet stay at the
strategic level in another. They delegate a lot one
time or a little the next time. They are close and
supportive one day and remote and demanding
another. They communicate verbally with some
colleagues and in writing with others. They analyze
some problem in great depth for months while they
move with seeming abruptness and intuition on
others. They talk a gredt deal or are suddenly apt
listeners.

It is not surprising that consistency causes managers
to fail, for one cardinal imperative of life as a man-
ager is the necessity to perceive differences—differ-
ences between one situation and another, differences
between people, circumstances, motives, assump-
tions, and physical and technological realities. The
manager analyzes in order to discern differences.

The problem is that situations change, but the or-
dinary executive often does not perceive it and fails
to adopt a different approach. The approach that
has often worked out so well will not work on what
seems the same problem. Why? Because one or two
critical ingredients have changed. Meanwhile, the
manager is under pressure to simplify the decision-
making process by extracting from experience gen-
eralizations for the next time that kind of problem
is faced. Our study also indicates that the more ex-
perienced the manager, the greater the likelihood
that he will have adopted one consistent approach

to decision making, delegation, communication, and
relationships.

While many social scientists believe that basic ele-
ments of personal behavior are rather well fixed from
childhood, it is beyond the scope of this article and
indeed of our competence to assay how a manager
can modify his or her rather basic psychological
givens—that is, motives, self-concepts, and cognitive
styles. The fact is that some managers are able to
modify their executive styles better than others. Our
observation of successful operating managers in-
cludes men and women who seem to have always
been versatile and interchangeable, and others who
have apparently learned from experience to loosen
their prior rigidities and adopt a more situational
approach to managing.

In the balance of this article we shall offer some
prescriptive concepts learned from the managers
whose accomplishments were well above average
and, in some cases, outstanding.

Traits of success

while the high accomplishers we studied showed
much versatility and inconsistency, they were also
consistent, but in a different way. They were persis-
tent in analysis and self-discipline, which permitted
them to be inconsistent in their own executive
styles. Consistency was no problem for these people.
They used the following approaches, concepts, and
techniques.

Perform careful analysis

The high accomplishers were above all else an-
alyzers. They examined each situation to get at the
facts, cause-and-effect relationships, and strategic
realities. The single most common cause of operating
failure among the low accomplishers was their un-
willingness to do this.

Careful analysis leads to an approach in operating
management that is freshly tuned to the situation.
While it is done in management training courses
and seminars and done under pressure when the
superior demands it, it is more often than not ne-
glected. But good analysis produces power and cred-
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ibility that cannot be turned aside easily. It leads
to practical, realistic solutions, and, most important,
develops personal confidence in the manager when
he knows what is going on.

But, practically, many operating managers wing it
99% of the time. There seems to be little time to
think things through. They rely on the lessons of
past success. Curiously, most of the failures we ob-
served were those of previously successful man-
agers. What had always worked before was precise-
ly what caused the failure. Operating skills can never
be considered set; they must always be renewed, re-
considered, developed.

Develop operating strategy

A strategy is necessary for the manager in order to
develop and hold onto a sense of direction, purpose,
and objectives. But a strategy is more than a choice
of objectives; it involves determining what will be
difficult, making an assessment of favorable and un-
favorable factors, and recognizing strengths and
weaknesses.

An operating strategy can seldom be long lasting;
it needs to be reanalyzed every three to six months.
But it will deal with key elements of the situation
such as determining the needs, wishes, and expecta-
tions of the boss and the boss's boss. It will clearly
establish objectives and set priorities. It will include
development of policies and plans which marshal
alternatives, opportunities, and resources.

Recpgnize classical dilemmas

The high accomplishers appeared to be aware that
their problems and dilemmas were not unique, that
certain situations repeat themselves, and that nearly
every operating manager faces at one time or
another a common set of problems. These managers
seemed to develop competent judgment and an ele-
ment of maturity that enabled them to lift them-
selves beyond the bounds of their habitual responses
and handle each situation appropriately.

For example, the first four to eight weeks on a new
job is a critical and hazardous period. The manager
must size up his subordinates at the same time that
he is being sized up by them. They are especially
sensitive to every sigrial that may indicate what it
is going to be like to work for this new boss. What
he does in those first few days and weeks is multi-

plied in its significance by those watching both
"upstairs" and "downstairs."

The new boss faces a further dilemma in that what-
ever standards of performance he sets or does not
set at the start tend to become precedents for the
future. It is more difficult to criticize a poor practice
after seeming to tolerate it for a month or two. But
early criticism or demands for change are risky at
best, for the new manager is in jeopardy of being
wrong, of making a mistake, or of being unaware of
perhaps valid reasons for the superficially apparent
poor practice. The problem is how to avoid establish-
ing unfortunate relations and precedents without
seeming to tolerate low standards or making foolish
moves.

Another set of classic issues involves information
needs. The operating manager needs, but is often
cut off from, information held by superiors about
objectives, strategies, and priorities. The manager
must know the superior's expectations for the man-
ager's organization. The dilemma, however, is that
frequently this information is not available at the
lower level. It is not available because it is held
upstairs purposely or, carelessly, it is not communi-
cated downward.

Sometimes the information is not available, of
course, because the executives at high levels have
no plans and have not made their expectations ex-
plicit. The operating manager is often in the dark
not only about what is expected but also about what
should not be done. In these circumstances several
of the managers we studied made moves that to
their surprise immediately brought down upon
themselves the wrath of their superiors.

Another recurring dilemma is dealing with difficult
employees—those whose values or motives differ
from the manager's, who have serious problems in
morale, or who have negative feelings about the
organization or unrealistic expectations. Dealing
with upstairs may be equally difficult. The example
of one manager is typical:

"How do I deal with a boss who, while brilliant
and held in esteem at high levels in the industry,
won't sit down long enough to plan objectives and
strategy, or even read his mail. He says, 'Don't write
it, tell it.' But when you talk with him, he's easily
distracted. When you're discussing one problem, his
mind jumps to another and he usually doesn't listen
well. When you are trying to reason with him, he
extends your argument to an absurd extreme, argues
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rhetorically, with unrealistic 'what ifs,' or makes
totally unreasonable 'principles' out of points you
have raised.

"He makes sudden, impulsive, and sometimes angry
decisions based on little data and mostly on intui-
tion. In making these hasty, long-postponed deci-
sions, however, he often fails to consider their
inevitable second-order implications. He doesn't
keep me informed and seldom levels with me about
what is on his mind or concerns him. We never set
clear objectives or goals. He forgets from one time
to the next what we've talked about or decided.
Sometimes he tells me the same thing two or three
times. We have few staff meetings when we can
discuss our problems and plan together.

"When we do meet, we ramble around and reach
few clear decisions unless he suddenly and some-
times angrily lays down the lav̂ r. He is successful
and technically competent, but as a boss he's a
disaster. All I get is specific criticisms or vague
praise. He has no idea really, in any depth, of what
I do."

But this manager cannot be content to merely blow
off steam and criticize his boss. He must learn some-
how to find out what the organization and the boss
need from him; he must assist the boss in the boss's
own way to do some planning; he must learn to get
through to him. He cannot blame things on the
"disastrous boss" for he will usually be the loser if
the relationship is poor and he's kept in an informa-
tion vacuum. He is the one who will be criticized
vî hen things aren't letter-perfect, even if expecta-
tions are vague and never made explicit. The man-
agement of the relationship upstairs is often the re-
sponsibility of the subordinate. It's his neck; he
must make the relationship work.

Other classic issues and dilemmas include the fol-
lowing:

D
How to stir up an organization that is sleepy, frozen,
and stagnant.
n
when and how to question higher-level policies, run
the system versus change the system, fight city hall.
D
How to handle "no-win" situations.
D
Whether to seek consensus, wait for it to emerge,
or go ahead and make a decision.

Exhibit I
Some action-oriented tools and techniques available to the operating
manager

Structural

Formal organization
Changes in equipment and process technoiogy methods
Physical moves, relocations
Expansion of resources, investments
Procedures, systems, routines
Job content
Job assignments
Personnel: lend, borrow, or exchange
Project, task
Long-range planning exercises
Consultants, outside advisers

Employee management and development

Reward system
Training, courses, management development, coaching
Performance evaluations
Incentives
Informal assignments
Problem-soiving meetings
Short-range planning exercises
Competition: encourage and initiate
Repiacement of managers
Greater participation in decision making

Communication

Short-range goals
Clear change in tone, atmosphere, system, norms, direction
Management by objectives: set objectives, get precise plan to achieve,

set precise measurement and controls
Timing: postpone, delay, or speed up
Written announcements
Meetings
Ceremonies, speeches
Conflict resoiution

• Necessary commitment

Controls

Standards, norms, iimits, specifications
Due dates, schedules, timing
Measurement system regarding output, individual performance, subordinates
Regular reporting sessions
Plans, reports, results

Evaluations, redesign

Evaluation of performance of unit, individuals, systems
Analysis of breakdowns
Redesign to overcome organizational weaknesses
Redesign to buttress own personal weaknesses

D

How to identify, manage, and make use of power,
clout, and pressure points in the organization.
D

How to overcome bureaucratic resistance, red tape,
and inertia.

Use a wide variety of techniques

The range of operating problems is so great that
one habitual set of responses or choice of alternatives
is entirely inadequate. To understand that there is a
vast array of tools and techniques and that discrim-
inating choices among them must be made is
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another part of the development of high accom-
pHshers.

Our cases of operating problems indicate that the
numher of tools and techniques available is impres-
sively large. Exhibit I is a listing of a 39-item arsenal
of action-oriented techniques from which the oper-
ating manager can choose to introduce change and
bring about improvements.

In spite of the existence of this pov^̂ erhouse of tech-
niques, it surprised us how many of the 31 managers
felt baffled and frustrated about how little they
could do in a situation. "I feel boxed in and help-
less," one said. "The people and procedures and pre-
cedents are so firmly set up and frozen in place.
Change is resisted by everybody around here. I can't
seem to get any change accomplished whatsoever."

The reason for this myopia is reminiscent of a
machinist or carpenter with a wall full of mounted
tools before his eyes who scratches his head in dis-
couragement and mutters, "I don't know how to go
at this job." For instance, some managers we studied
were unaware of the arsenal at hand and unfamiliar
with its usage. When managers are too close to their
problems, they lose perspective and, mentally lock-
ing out constructive possibilities, tend to become
either conservative or unimaginative. The discour-
aged manager believes that nothing will work, any-
way.

Sometimes the manager, in a somewhat arrogant
mood, claims that the few techniques he is using or
has used in the past are the proper and best ones to
use again. He uses these familiar approaches whether
or not analysis of the situation indicates that another
approach would be better. At other times, there is
either a lack of energy or the situation has begun to
tailspin out of control to the point that the manager
is unable to pull together the time and organization
to mount a carefully planned attack on the problem.
Finally, there may occur a failure of self-confidence.
The manager is afraid to take the initiative and try
some bold approach where visibility is high and
failure will be costly.

Change style to fit situations

The dilemma of the operating managers we studied
was that each person gradually adopted an executive
style while different situations called for different
managerial activities and tactics. Our research sug-
gests that for each different operating situation there

is a particular executive style which would be most
effective.

It is a curious yet reasonable fact that nearly all
managers tend to settle into a fairly rigid or limited
executive style. Referring to Exhibit II, we see that
each low achiever we studied had a certain profile
when his regular practices were marked on the range
of the 16 attributes listed.

In contrast, the high accomplishers seemed to tune
into the fact that the demands upon a manager vary
enormously from one situation and one period of
time to another. The analogy of a college or uni-
versity is relevant. In one period of time the institu-
tion may need a president who is strong in building
a faculty. In another time, the need may be fund-
raising, or strengthening relationships with the leg-
islature and student groups, or supervising the con-
struction of new facilities, or developing financial
control. Similarly in business, the needs change from
the management of growth, to new products, cost
control, improved lead times, mergers, or cash man-
agement. Each focus cannot be equally important.
At any given time there exists indirectly or explicitly
a key operating task, a task which must be given
top priority and which demands a particular execu-
tive style.

For example, a new production manager found him-
self in charge of installing a new conveyorized sys-
tem for furniture finishing designed and ordered by
his predecessor. The equipment had been approved
by his boss and was scheduled to start up in ten
days. A quick size-up of the equipment, however,
suggested that there were going to be many start-up
problems, and indeed, it was doubtful to him
whether the equipment would actually work out
as well as anticipated. The operating manager's in-
dustrial engineer was enthusiastic about the new
equipment. However, the superintendent stated that
it would never work.

If he backed off, the new manager faced a disap-
pointed boss. If he went ahead, he would probably
"be hung" with the nearly inevitable high costs and
low production ahead.

He decided to do nothing and let the chips fall where
they might. In fact, however, when the equipment
did not work out well, his next four months were
nearly disastrous. He caught hell from all sides.

What was his operating task during the first weeks?
One definition could be that it was to get the or-
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Exhibit II
Some attributes of an executive style

Attributes Range/Continuum

Analyticai patterns intuitive

Cognitive style Inductive

Decision-making approach

Decision-making speed

Authoritative

Delegation

Explicit rules of thumb

Type of foiiow-up

Communication

Personal relationships

Pressure, pace

Availability

Boldness, audacity

Focus on time dimension

Openness to persuasion

Work with subordinates

Work with superior

Fast, quick

Little

Few

Loose, iittie

Intormal, verbal

Supportive

Relaxed

Easily available

Bold, risk taking

Seldom

Flexible

One on one

Wants support

Analytical

Deductive, use of generalizations

Consultative

Studied, worried

Much

Many

Much, rigorous

Formal, written

Demanding, challenging

Rigorous, energetic

Remote

Cautious, risk aversive

Continuous

Dogged, persistent, single-minded

In a group

Works alone

ganization which preceded him together and get
these people to make a decision and full plans as to
what to do about the new equipment.

Usually, of course, it takes months or even years
to be competent at a variety of key operating tasks.
In baseball, when a particular kind of pitching is
called for, the manager brings in a certain relief
pitcher. In business, this step is a last resort. Yet in
a number of the situations we studied the manager
was finally replaced when his executive style proved
beyond much doubt to be inadequate for handling
a certain kind of problem. In each case, the man-
ager did not realize the need for a change in style
or, if he did, was unable to make such a change.
Considerable fiexibility was a hallmark of the high
accomplishers.

This is a big order. It says, "Be different. Don't
always manage the same way." Yet only a few man-
agers are able to accomplish this kind of self-control
and discipline. Those who do act intuitively for the
most part, and often by dint of experience from
which they seem to learn that different behavior is
called for in a new situation.

Why this step is seldom carried out is due perhaps
in part to the prevailing attitudes that one must be
natural and do one's thing in a natural way and
that a good manager can manage anything and any

situation. We believe that these notions are large-
ly myths and that careful, honest experimentation
with executive style is a tool of vast potential, sel-
dom used.

A final concern is the widespread tendency-if our
sample of 3r managers is typical—toward stagnation.
The consistency that leads to an infiexible executive
style and a myopic selection of operating manage-
ment tools and techniques is born out of stagnation.

A high percentage of our subjects, old and young,
had slipped into a kind of lethargy where one day
and one experience led to another; time slid smooth-
ly by and they became members of the gray army of
low accomplishers.

A pattern of stagnation among active executives is
a striking phenomenon. The very need for employ-
ing executives is to provide organizations with a
mechanism for making changes as situations and
circumstances change. Normal human indolence
and mental lethargy on the part of those in positions
of responsibility not only represent a pragmatic
paradox but also raise a moral question.

At least one thing seems clear: the promise of per-
sonal reward is not enough to refuel this state of
intellectual energy which we found frequently dis-
sipated. What is needed is a state of mind which
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nature itself does not seem to evolve or fortify. As
in the law of entropy, things jun downhill.

Lessons from high achievers

In summary, the high-level accomplishers share the
following characteristics: They employ the practice
of analysis with great effect. They use analytical
tools with such discipline and consistency that their
establishment of objectives, strategies, plans, and
priorities are sound and distinctly tuned to the sit-
uation. At the same time, they develop controls and
information systems such that they have a How of
data which hrings those details and prohlems re-
quiring their attention to the surface.

From regular analysis on hoth the strategic and tact-
ical levels, they decide how to allocate their time
and focus their energies. They use analysis to give
their work direction and so avoid the common trap
of heing consistent—and consistently getting into too
much or too little detail.

They succeed in motivating subordinates and satis-
fying superiors. The words motivating and satisfying
are critical. It appears that of all interactions between
an executive and suhordinate—leading, instructing,
coaching, communicating, listening, demanding,
delegating, reporting, supporting, and motivating-
the key to high operating accomplishment is mo-
tivated subordinates.

Similarly, the satisfaction of the superior is vital to
the manager's hottomline performance. How to be
a good suhordinate is a part of the operating art
which is frequently neglected. Managing the rela-
tionship with those who are upstairs is as vital or
more vital than managing the relationship with
those who are downstairs.

They manage themselves. They understand their
internal pressures and needs and their central ten-
dencies in executive style. They discipline them-
selves to control anger, action, delay, or domination
that could he counterproductive. They are ahle to
modify their styles according to the needs of the
situation. They are sufficiently disciplined to do the
analysis necessary to provide long- and short-term
directional guidance for themselves. They avoid
stagnation in mental and physical diligence.

They focus on one task of prime importance at a
time. Among all the tasks facing them which could
he accomplished, they define and tackle the one
that makes or hreaks the situation in the short run.
Such an explicit choice of operating task sets focus,
strategy, and priorities.

Although these four characteristics form perhaps
too simple a conclusion ahout what it takes to be
successful in operating management, the funda-
mental message is clear from the experiences of our
research subjects: analyze, motivate subordinates,
mind the upstairs and downstairs relationships,
understand and discipline oneself to avoid consis-
tency, and the result could be to become one of
those rare managers who always gets a great deal
accomplished.



Copyright 1977 Harvard Business Publishing. All Rights Reserved. Additional restrictions
may apply including the use of this content as assigned course material. Please consult your
institution's librarian about any restrictions that might apply under the license with your
institution. For more information and teaching resources from Harvard Business Publishing
including Harvard Business School Cases, eLearning products, and business simulations
please visit hbsp.harvard.edu.


