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Management styles vary from company
to company. There are many different
styles of management that can bring
success to an organisation but you have
to make sure your management style is
right for your business.

People skills are obviously a key asset in the
development of effective management
styles. Dealing with people is a professional
skill in itself. Being able to see from the per-
spective of others is essential, and caring for
their welfare is also of prime importance.

There are many high-profile examples of
how to develop a successful management
style. Managers like Bill Gates and Warren
Buffett have famously developed their own
distinctive management style from which
others can learn.

However, the fact that the two examples are
very different management styles shows
that there is no single route to success.

Gates's style and management practice at
Microsoft was based on control and concern-
ing himself with detail almost to the point of
obsession. The onus that the Bill Gates
management style placed on the monitor-
ing of staff and figures is demonstrated by
the fact that he even used to sign expenses
for Steve Ballmer, his right-hand man.
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Buffett, on the other hand,

always stressed a desire for

the managers of Berkshire

Hathaway to think like own-

ers. He urged them to ‘look

at the business you run as if

it were the only asset of your

family, one that must be operated for the
next 50 years and can never be sold’.

Perhaps most interestingly of all, he imple-
mented a system where employees would
assess their own managers, with a low rating
putting the manager’s job at risk.

All this reinforces the view that there is no
one right way to manage people. While tak-
ing tips from the experts can help you find

the management style that works for you, it .

i

is ultimately a matter of trial and error, trust
and heresy.
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MANAGEMENT OUTLOOK

Business management philosophy: the psyche of management

The explosive growth of The Blog
has added a new (and also dy-
namic) dimension to the World-
Wide Web - a way in which blog-
gers can reach others quickly
and economically to create a mu-
tually beneficial dialogue. I use
my management blog, for exam-
ple, to inform people of key de-
velopments in thought and ac-
tion.

The speed and informality of blog-
ging doesn’t make the messages any
less significant. Witness one recent
blog of mine, which was sparked by
new evidence about predictions, as
covered in a new book by Philip Tet-
lock entitled Expert Political Judg-
ment: How good is it?

The answer is directly relevant to
business management, because
fortunes are directly affected by po-
litical decisions (and indecisions).
But the relevance is far broader, for
all managers are governed by fore-
casts about the business environ-
ment, the industries in which they
operate and the markets in which
they sell. The predictions most obvi-
ously rule the stock market, but they
also govern all corporate functions,
from unit budgets to capital alloca-
tion. Swelling streams of wealth flow
from organisations to professional
pundits, in Think Tanks, banks, con-
sultancies, etc.

HOW EXPERT ARE EXPERTS?

Throw in the insider pros and semi-
pros and the legions of commenta-

tors in all media, and you can see
the high importance of Tetlock’s
question. How good are all those
‘experts’? Everybody knows that
most fund managers, whose only
role is to predict which shares will
rise and which fall, fail to beat the
market. Are other pundits any bet-
ter? To answer his question, Tetlock
spent 20 years in studying 284 peo-
ple who make money from
‘commenting or offering advice on
political and economic trends’. The
results of having examined 82,361
of their forecasts go to the heart of
management. Have you ever asked
yourself...

e How do I reach my judgments?
e How do I react when my predic-
tions prove wrong?
e How do I evaluate new information
that doesn’t support my views?
e How do I assess the possibility that
rival theories and predictions are
accurate?

The 284 respondents were tested by
‘three possible futures’: they were
asked to rate the probability of each
of three outcomes. In the matter
discussed, would...

e the status quo continue much the
same, or...
e whatever is being studied increase
(say, growth)
e or decrease (say, recession)

Louis Menand, reviewing the book in
the New Yorker, says that in this
long-term exercise the pundits
showed themselves to be ‘poorer

forecasters than dart-throwing mon-
keys’. That's to say, the experts
would have done better if they had
simply assigned an equal probability
(33.33%) to the three alternatives.
The success of ‘tracker’ funds in the
stock market springs to mind. Their
managers don’t throw darts at the
target - they merely follow the
movements of the market, without
any attempt to predict whether it will
fall, climb, or simply stay put.

The monkeys and the trackers, you
see, don't lay any claims to fore-
sight. Apes have no reputations to
defend or establish: they don't have
any incomes or anything else to pro-
tect, not even nuts; and since they
don't try to selector judge any infor-
mation, can’t make factual or inter-
pretative errors. The pundits (who
include all senior managers) believe
themselves to be clever - and natu-
rally try to prove it.

SPECIALIST PARADOX

Surely, though, specialists who know
more about a subject must have a
commanding edge? No, they don't.
The study shows that they are not
significantly more reliable than non-
specialists. Some more findings that
seem surprising at first sight:

e The more famous the forecasters,
the more likely they are to misjudge
the future.
e Expertise and experience will not
make you a better reader of the evi-
dence.

e When we find evidence supporting
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our predictions we treat it more leni-
ently than contrary evidence, which
is judged severely.

The fact is that experts fall in love
with their supposed expertise; which
is another way of saying that they
fall in love with themselves.

Punditry is inseparable from person-
ality. Making judgments is in the
mind, like all of management. As
with most managerial matters this
statement is not entirely true. Just
as inanimate objects (like cars that
won't start at crucial moments) con-
spire to frustrate ordinary purposes,
so managers are confounded by ex-
ternal obstacles both inanimate and
animated. Colleagues won’t cooper-
ate, components won't fit, customers
won't buy, financiers won't finance.

Yet the partially true statement con-
tains impartial, ineluctable truths.
The abilities to ride above misfor-
tune, to pick yourself up and start all
over again, to reduce unmanageable
difficulties to manageable propor-
tions - all such admirable attributes
are psychological, not physical: or,
put another way, they are
‘emotional’, not ‘rational’. The mis-
takes of the pundits are in the mind,
too - which means that their correc-
tion, if possible, must demand con-
fronting their emotional hang-ups.

Some of these lead to ignoring obvi-
ous logic. Take hindsight. Pundits
must always select from several pos-
sible futures. In hindsight, the trail
of events can only lead to the one
which actually
‘Contrafactual’ history, which seeks
to show what would have happened

future occurred.

'if a different decision had been
taken, is fascinating, but useless.
The ‘if” didn't happen. But managers
recounting past successes are still
wrong to suppose that what occurred
was bound to come about,

Another error is simply arithmetical.
Most people believe that scenarios
with more variables are more likely
to come true. But as Menand points
out, if two independent things have
to happen for a prediction to prove
right, the probability is arithmetically
lower than that of either separate
event. ‘If there is a one-in-three
chance of x and a one-in-four chance
of y, the probability of both x and y
occurring is one-in-twelve.” But peo-
ple mostly like to reassure them-
selves with the emotional, comfort-
ing thought that there is safety in
numbers.

WISHFUL THINKING

Another emotional cause of misun-
derstanding and mistakes is wishful
thinking. The pundit/manager wants
something to happen (or not hap-
pen). In my blog I gave an example;
the US car manufacturers refused to
accept that more women going out
to work meant more two-car fami-
lies, with a greater likelihood that
one of the two would be a smaller,
more economic model. The Japanese
thus snatched a huge market share
from under the noses of men who
were too deeply attached to the old
‘business model’ that had made
them rich - and who, in any case,
couldn’t face the pain of changing.

The sovereign importance of mind
(which includes heart) was first re-

vealed to me in a remarkable book
by Norman Dixon - The Psychology
of Military Incompetence. In chapter
after chapter, Dixon showed how,
even with men’s lives and whole na-
tion’s fates at stake, commanding
officers had made lethally fatuous
errors of planning and execution.

More: Dixon (a professor of psychol-
ogy) drew an inescapable link be-
tween mismanagement by these anti
-heroes and inadequate psyches.

Time and again, the failures did not
occur because complex situations
were misunderstood, or because bril-
liant competitors out generalled the
misfits. The explanation is simple.
The flops don't think, or think
wrongly - usually for emotional rea-
sons that have nothing to do with
the case.

Thus the general commanding Pearl
Harbour countermanded his subordi-
nates, and ordered the defending US
aircraft brought back from the air-
field perimeter (where they had been
placed for safety) into the centre -
where the Japanese attackers could
(and did) wipe them out with ease.
He argued that scattering the planes
made them more vulnerable to Japa-
nese saboteurs (of whom there was
no evidence). To avoid the lesser
risk, he took the greater — no doubt
because he wanted to assert his au-
thority over his underlings.

That’s one all too common factor in
the myriad of managerial disasters
that I have chronicled and encoun-
tered down the years. But exposing
someone’s incompetence in itself
gets you nowhere. When failed

Send across your views & feedback at sheena.manchanda@)jimsindia.org




managers are finally exposed and
replaced, the new incumbent cus-
tomarily throws out the failure’s poli-
cies (the good with the bad), but
substitutes his own psychological
drawbacks for those of his predeces-
sor.

Many people, of course, will argue
that human beings cannot change
what they are. Born a bullying, boor-
ish and domineering ape, so shall ye
remain. But born a reasonable, kind,
loving person (like Dixon’s favourite
military successes), and that’s what
you will be. Born without creative
talent, are you bound to remain un-
creative? Edward de Bono has made
it very clear, on this website, books
and teaching, that this typecasting is
nonsense - that creativity and inno-
vation can be fostered by methods
such as his Six Thinking Hats.

ABOMINABLE NO-MAN

Meetings reveal much about the psy-
ches of the participants - like the
notorious Abominable No-man who
can always be trusted to oppose and
criticise any suggestion. Make this
human roadblock join with his col-
leagues in a different mode of think-
ing, such as all looking for creative
solutions or letting their intuition run
free, and you get shorter meetings
and better decisions. Out goes the
adversarial debating society

I Am Right, You Are Wrong is the
title of one of Edward’s books. In
comes a real meeting of minds in-
stead of a battle between emotional

forces.

Anybody can see the relevance of
the Six Thinking Hats to all man-
agement. When managers stay
locked in thinking modes to which
they have been committed by psy-
che and habit, they become less ef-
fective as individuals and as mem-
bers of a group. Yet I guarantee that
only a small proportion of manage-
ments, after introduction to an unfa-
miliar, intelligent approach to higher
managerial competence, will put it
into practice. Most will not even give
it a trial run. Managers who might
very well benefit - even benefit
greatly - from the suggested proc-
ess turndown the suggestion without
truly thinking.

While there’s no reason in this in-
stinctive rejection, it does serve a
purpose. To accept a change, a man-
ager must pass through some quite
uncomfortable stages.

e First, you have to accept that ‘the
way we do things round here’ is very
probably wrong - and nobody likes
admitting to incompetence.
e Second, you have to master and
apply the new approach - and no-
body much likes change.
e Third, you must ignore the inher-
ent risk of change - it may prove to
be a change for the worse, and then
its advocates can expect blame and
shame (or worse).
e Fourth, you have to stick with the
new approach (modified if need be)
for long enough to reap its full bene-
fits — and managements are sadly
fickle, and foolishly hooked on in-
stant pay-offs.

There’s a paradox here. The same
managements are intensely faithful
to that ‘way we do things round
here’. This, however, is a comfort

zone. The same kind of psychological
comfort explains why rejecting an
idea is easier than accepting. Rejec-
tion means inaction and staying with
the familiar: acceptance means do-
ing something, and risking the
strange and new.

THE ILLOGIC OF EMOTION

This is not the logic of competence,
but its opposite - the illogic of emo-
tion. After all, ‘the way we do things
round here’ didn't fall like manna
from heaven. Earlier managers, from
the founding generation onwards,
did embrace the new, did welcome
change, did run the risk of being
wrong, and did give their new initia-
tives full backing and enough time to
work - and brilliantly.

But wait - weren’t those founding
fathers also highly emotional and
often unreasonable? That’s no para-
dox. Remember that one of the
Thinking Hats is intuition, and don’t
forget Tetlock’s forecasters, either:
rational prediction can be less reli-
able than random selection.

By all means use your emotional
powers, but in full recognition of
their use and their effect on others -
whose emotions will also determine
the outcomes.

Above all, take Menand’s advice.
Don’t use the pundits as emotional
crutches. Think for yourself’ - even
if that means swallowing the fact
that you have been, or are being,
horribly wrong. Look back at the four
bullet points above. Clear away the
emotional hang-ups, and your record
will leave the 284 pundits well
behind.

Author: Robert Heller
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