What no managers?

University of Glamorgan academic, Dr Paul Thomas, claimed this week that Welsh businesses would thrive if they removed their managers. Here Christopher Ward of Wales Management Council explains why he thinks we need more rather than fewer managers.

I recall news reports following a Latin American revolution 30 years ago which described how newly ‘liberated’ citizens celebrated by tearing down traffic lights in their local streets. 

Apparently they regarded these seemingly harmless devices as symbols of the old regime’s control and oppression that could now be swept away as they enjoyed a new freedom to do as they pleased.

No doubt the lights were re-erected fairly swiftly, and I hope there weren’t any accidents in the meantime, but the incident does throw into sharp focus the differing perceptions and realities of management.

Management of any description, whether for the roadways or the workplace, is intended to keep things flowing and ensure the system works well for the benefit of all involved.

But the wrong sort of workplace management can stimulate the same response as that evoked among the over-eager revolutionaries towards the traffic lights. In other words it can come to be viewed simply an oppressive and generally worthless means of control, adding no value to the economic activity in hand.

My difficulty with Dr Paul Thomas’ argument is that he seems to believe that Welsh industry generally is populated by the wrong sort of management and therefore the right solution is to get rid of managers.

His view is that, with managers out of the way, all workers will find within themselves a new well of creativity and innovation and a new sense of responsibility. This collective discovery should, he argues, lead to a new ‘democratic’ order in the workplace that will spawn far more successful enterprises.

As Wales Management Council exists in part to challenge the status quo in terms of the way organisations are run, I have some sympathy with Dr Thomas’ motivation in making these claims.

However I believe that, even if his conclusions are overstated just to make the point, they are seriously misguided.

Firstly I don’t believe the vast majority of Welsh workplaces today are run by traditional command and control managers, and secondly there are very good reasons why the democracy that exists in government or the local rugby club committee doesn’t usually extend to the commercial world.

Increasingly we have seen the emergence of a new generation of leader-managers and servant-leaders whose job function is to achieve precisely what Dr Thomas craves – to unlock the potential and innovative capacity of all workers by supporting, encouraging and leading.

Official labour force figures for Wales indicate that three of the fastest growing occupations are managerial roles. In addition, at approximately 200,000, there are probably more managers in the Welsh workforce now than at any time in history.

When the rapid increase in the number of managers was revealed in the media just over a year ago there was an immediate gasp of dismay from certain quarters and claims that there were ‘too many chiefs and not enough Indians.’

Personally I feel the growth in the number of managers actually reflects a very positive trend in the Welsh economy. 

Typically these managers are operating closer to the ground, managing smaller groups of people who are doing more sophisticated jobs. Increasingly they occupy posts which require them to unlock the thinking potential of their teams and maximise their contribution to the team. 

Research shows that managers are at their most effective when working with smaller groups, so that suggests we will see a continued growth in the number of managers and leaders as time goes on.

Of course the trend towards the leader-manager doesn’t yet apply across the board and I don’t suppose it would be too hard to find examples of medieval  management in some companies. 

However, in a more sophisticated workforce, where competition for good staff is intense, the attractions of more a more inclusive style of management are obvious.

What Dr Thomas appears to be advocating is some king of ‘big bang’ approach to break us out of a traditional managerial straightjacket after which the latent talents of all in the workplace would find their own level. In time this would create a dynamic environment in perfect tune with the needs of customers.

History teaches us that attempts to dispense suddenly with governing structures are usually abandoned after a period of chaos and the new structures which replace them are often worse or less effective than the old.

Quite simply managers and leaders – by whatever titles they are known - are part and parcel of every collective human endeavour and always have been.

Every endeavour needs people at different levels to take ultimate responsibility for the achievement of the group’s goals. It needs people who can, either through their personalities or superior knowledge, motivate others to take their share of that responsibility. 

Having managers who stimulate the group, set objectives and make people accountable for the achievement of those objectives is not inherently a barrier to individual workers making a fuller contribution. Employees can benefit from direction and oversight without abdicating their own responsibility to be pro-active and creative.

But, not having such stimulators and enablers, certainly would be a barrier to the orderly running of a commercial enterprise in a competitive environment where issues such as quality, delivery, safety and many more must be guaranteed. These unavoidable constraints of business are presumably why we don’t seem to have many examples of the ‘no-manager’ model.

Welsh management has needed to change in the face of increased competition in the global economy, and that is why it has been changing. But just because it hasn’t yet turned us into world beaters doesn’t mean we should throw the cards up in the air and see where they land. 

I really can’t see too many takers for that approach as there aren’t many businesses that can put their customers on hold while they undertake such high-risk experiments.

I agree we should step up the pace of change and consider new and better ways to manage and lead. 

But ultimately I suspect that will involve more people in the workforce, rather than fewer, becoming managers and leaders.
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