Maintaining Corporate Values- a Historical perspective

There have always been  hierarchical  structures in society and organisations, from the very basic hunter gatherer tribes through to large global conglomerations.

Early Roman generals understood the requirements for strict control and communication lines and division of authority.

To move legions over continents without the aid of telephones or emails required a rigid command structure and clear authority

In later years Feudal barons and princes adopted a less rigid framework but nevertheless understood the various levels of authority and leadership that was required to mange local economies and (wars).

One of the most famous proponents of the art of Administration who understood the first principles of delegated powers and political decision making was Machiavelli

Machiavelli  was a Florentine who lately has become synonymous with ’the end justifies the means’ mantra, however, his thoughts on organisations and politics go beyond this superficiality.

In his book ‘The Prince’ he sets out his thoughts on the way leaders can control large and diverse entities and the underlying principles of what  modern day  economists might call sustainability, or in Machiavellian terms xxxxxxx

He understood that large political, or not so political organisations have to be managed, not just led and that politicking, in it’s broadest sense was essential to goal congruence  , and whilst Machiavelli and other Florentines may not recognise this modern language per se, they would certainly recognise  their provenance.

There comes a time in the life of a corporation when delegated authority is necessary and may even be at variance with the founders principles  and dictate a separate skill set from the start up mode that the CEO or Founder has had as a default set of principles.

Machiavelli would talk of ‘colonies in remote places ‘, in the global organisation we would talk of putting small management teams into remote subsidiaries which has much the same objective, i.e the instillation of values, rules and regulations  that are concomitant with that of the centre

Machiavelli talks of two tenets in organisational control and he mentions Turks and Franks, but the modern reader will recognise these two management styles as follows

Turks

The closest familiar territory to this style of management would be the Civil Service, whereby rotating managers at a hectic speed ensures that rules and habits are maintained in accordance with central control procedures since at any moment these managers would be called back to HO  quite quickly so they would be foolish to adopt local custom and practice, hence control is maintained by not diluting key central values

Franks

The BBC is probably a good example of this where power is maintained by heads of Departments (Barons) and that succession to departmental head requires a long and arduous apprenticeship.

This ensures that the prevailing culture is maintained and not subject to revolutionary changes.

Throughout feudal Europe and latterly in the industrial revolution, the  maintenance of control and power of society, economies, states and citizens was paramount.

Latterly, as labour became more organised, a system of checks and balances and quality control came into effect  to regulate standards of work and behaviour of key components of the labour market, the Guild system materialised and, put in a modern day context ,was an attempt at self regulation of key parts of the economy.

Membership of a Guild was an honour and meant that you had served your time as an Apprentice and had worked to the standards laid down as a pre requisite for full membership. Sanctions were in place if members misbehaved, and indeed.

Membership of a Guild meant that the market was controlled and that your goods or trade could only be used in a specific area or town, there was usually a governing body who attended to these controls.

Critics of the Guild system point to restrictive practices and closed shops which hampered freedom of labour movement and continued suppression of workers and social mobility. Free trade laws were passed which supplanted the guild system and curbed its worst excesses. It is true to say that the Guild system did not sit comfortably with the laissez faire or free market advocates such as Adam Smith.

So what are the lessons to be learnt?

Over time Corporations supplanted the Guild system in organising labour, or at least promoting the organisation of labour by other means (Trade Unions)

If we turn our attention to the way Organisations are run today, the differences from the Guild system are marked

Longevity

In most modern organisations there is no closed shop, labour is employed from many areas, or worst still the means of production are relocated to low wage areas.

This in turn means that the skills necessary to do the job are assumed to be transportable, indeed the core skills can be but the values, and ethics associated with long apprenticeships and employment security.

It is the norm nowadays that short term performance based measures are put in place to the evaluate workers contributions, and this has led to fear of job security and thus the additional benefits of longevity, such as free contribution of knowledge and smarter ways of working don’t get communicated through fear of losing the job.

Guild systems promoted longevity through a structured career path and were immune to the vagaries of the economic cycle. The idea of providing Employment security in today’s competitive environment seems anachronistic .

Selective Hiring,

Having the ability to recruit the right people for the correct roles is facilitated by formal training structures and exposure to the culture of the organisations at various levels, the Guild system did this very effectively and Modern Organisations that seek ‘sector experience’ will benefit from this implicit knowledge.

The Company that recruits skills from outside the sector and employs workers who are unfamiliar with the signs, symbols and rituals that inhabit the particular sector will find it difficult to fit in with the required work ethic .

Training  

Japanese firms have sought to recruit individuals with ‘proper character whom it can train’ , and instead of searching for applicants with necessary skills for the job, the focus is on social background and values. In some western organisations the reverse is true. The advantage of the Guild system is that both these attributes were readily available and that candidates have already been pre selected.

Also pre determined training patterns  save time and energy and working to the same standard each year ensures that  the standard of workers year on year is unchanged.

Teams

Working in teams requires organisation and a willingness to be creative given the individuals role within the team. In most Organisations to get groups and teams to work together effectively there has to be some structure either imposed or acquired by these teams. The Guild system again had this set up pre programmed depending on the level you had achieved, so workers controlled themselves rather than have a set of dictates imposed unilaterally from senior management.

Quality control

Both the modern Organisation and the  Guild system recognised the need for high standards and the sanction of reducing income or indeed losing the job was and still continues to be the key parameter in measuring the quality of output.  

Information sharing

This was endemic to the Guild system and the downward transmission of skills and values helped perpetuate system as at the same time helping to pass on the skill set and the values required to work in the current environment.

Modern day organisations are notorious for not communicating not only what is required, but also how the organisation wants to achieve  it’s objectives.

Trust breaks down when there is ineffective communication

The conclusion here is that certain businesses over the recent past have waivered between these  styles dependant upon the prevailing thought and how they manage the relationship with their customers, we have had  ‘relationship managers who routinely are moved every two to three years and we have had relationship centres wherein teams of people with strict authority limits are customer facing, and at the extreme end we have Call Centre operations in remote places which further enforces through dint of remoteness and removal from the close customer relationship, they uphold the rules. Asking non standard questions or developing a relationship with these ‘service providers’ is very difficult.

So knowing the cultural background in which the business operates is important as it influences the style and content of decision making, this is doubly important when Charismatic CEOs set agendas more suited to themselves than the longevity and independence of the business. The trouble with that approach is that everyone follows the self interest agenda and therefore this short sighted behaviour becomes part of the norm, again influencing decision making.

The Guild system was a much more considered and consistent approach to organised labour.

To  return to the Guild system per se would be a mistake, however there are certain elements that can be adapted into the modern organisation and having high performance employment policies which take the best bits of the guild system  and clearly explain the values and ethics of the business are necessary for success.

The culture then manifests itself as everyone giving too little and asking too much of others , so any culture tends to invest in itself and becomes self perpetuating, this tends to stultify creativeness and originality.

Decision making tends to be undertaken in a vacuum without regard to other external influences and so therefore no desional mutations are callowed whereby they may spark original thought or create new ideas.

So where the leader ( or Prince ) is acting out of self interest),decision making within his sphere of influence of the group over which he has power becomes unreliable. .
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