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Abstract

Executive Behaviour (Executive behaviour. Stockholm: Strémbergs) describes the first
systematic study ever made of top managers at work. It is regarded as a classic, but due to
circumstances that will be discussed below, its impact on general management theory has been
relatively modest. An idea-historical re-examination of Executive Behaviour reveals several
unique qualities of the study that are still worthy of recognition 50 years later. But, written
before the revolution in organization theory, the book is also an interesting example of a study
conducted in the scientific management tradition, with a strong emphasis on practical
rationalization issues. © 2002 Elsevier Science Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Executive Behaviour (abbreviated EB) (Carlson, 1951) is an important book. It
offers an account of the first systematic study of the work of top managers, it is also
one of the earliest empirical studies in the field of business administration. The focus
of the extensive investigation was the ¢élite of Swedish business life. Fifty years later it
still represents a major source of knowledge about managerial work. Rosemary
Stewart and Henry Mintzberg for instance, two of the leading proponents in the
area, both recommend it to future researchers:
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Despite all subsequent research, Carlson’s book remains a study that any
researcher interested in recording work activities, by whatever methods, should
read carefully. (Stewart, 1996, p. 3102)

...this work of Sune Carlson should serve as a model of how to craft and execute
insightful research (Mintzberg, 1991, p. 119).

But despite its pioneering status and the praise of colleagues, the impact of EB on
the evolution of management and organization theory has not been great. For
instance, the index of names in the well-known textbook Management (Stoner &
Freeman, 1989) does not include Sune Carlson among its 2000 names. Probably, the
most important reason for the lack of impact on mainstream management research
was that Sune Carlson left academia at a point when the full potential of the
empirical study had not yet been realized. The book is rather sparse when it comes to
presenting general conclusions, especially as regards theory development. Further,
the study was related more closely to traditional administrative research (scientific
management) than to the then emerging organization theory.

Executive Behaviour inspired a stream of further research studies, especially in
Britain (Thomason, 1966). These studies, which engaged a broad spectrum of
managers in self-recording activity, ranged from Burns (1957), Brewer and
Tomlinson (1964), Horne and Lupton (1965) to the extensive study by Stewart
(1967). The British studies refined the methodology in EB, but did not build further
on Carlson’s more qualitative results.

The major US studies on this subject (Sayles, 1964; Mintzberg, 1973; Kotter, 1982;
Luthans, Hodgetts, & Rosenkrantz, 1988), generally refer to EB in order to
acknowledge its pioneering role, but do not make much use of it. The important
exception is Henry Mintzberg’s study, for which EB was a major source of
inspiration. Mintzberg argued for instance that CEO work was not sufficiently
programmed (cf. the unwillingness of Carlson’s CEOs to create policies), which led
to an ever-increasing pressure of work.

The aim of the present article is to make a re-examination of Executive Behaviour.
In particular, the question is addressed as to why a pioneering and much praised
piece of research has had a relatively small impact on the general of development in
this field. The answer to this question lies partly in Sune Carlson’s life history, and
partly in the special context of the study. EB was written in the scientific
management tradition, in a period just before the revolutionary development of
organizational theory began.

The examination here is based on a close reading of EB and its major references,
on literature relevant to the context, and on two interviews with Sune Carlson (1998)
(8 and 15 December, 1998). These interviews provided important complementary
information, despite the many years that had passed.

The article starts with a résumé of Executive Behaviour, followed by a description
of the context, the participants and the actual conduct of the study. The middle
section then provides an overview of the theoretical framework of EB, and the article
closes with an evaluation of the book.
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The article is dedicated to the memory of Professor Sune Carlson, who died in
September 1999.

2. Executive behaviour: a résumé

Executive Behaviour starts with a brief description of the origins of the study, how
a committee of CEOs was formed and the reasons for conducting the investigation
(pp- 13-17). Carlson then outlined the methodological considerations that guided the
start of the research (pp. 17-25). He pointed out for the need for genuinely
operational concepts and criticized the present state of affairs within administrative
theory, where the concepts used were ambiguous and difficult to relate to the actual
behaviour of managers. The chapter concludes with a presentation of previous
studies of administrative behaviour (pp. 25-30).

In chapter two, the method for studying the CEOs is presented. Five dimensions
were used: (1) “Place of work™ (2) “Contacts with persons and institutions” (3)
“Technique of communication” (4) “Nature of question handled”, and (5) “Kind of
action” (pp. 34-39). Several techniques and many informants were used. The study
was ambitiously conducted.

Chapter three is devoted to the social environment. Carlson notes the small size of
the Swedish community and points out that group homogeneity in the CEO group
was relatively high (p. 56). An important feature of the Swedish economy was its
high degree of centralization, with an increasing number of government regulations
and restrictions being imposed by trade associations, trade unions and the
employers’ federation (p. 60).

Chapter four deals with where the CEOs were working, and how much work they
did. The CEOs devote on average 32% of their work to activities outside the firm, a
figure that Carlson regarded as perhaps being too high since the periods of absence
sometimes created disturbances in the administrative processes (pp. 64—68). Another
problem observed was the “diary complex’; anything not written down in the diary
would not be carried out (pp. 68—71). Carlson also regarded the time the CEOs spent
on reading and contemplation to be insufficient, since the time working alone in their
own offices was very fragmented (pp. 73—74). The chapter concludes with an analysis
of the total working load. Carlson perceived that the CEOs had to make huge
sacrifices concerning their private lives, and that the pressure of work made them
rather “‘narrow” in social and cultural affairs.

The fifth chapter is devoted primarily to the people the CEOs meet and the
techniques of communication. Carlson was surprised that the CEOs seldom wrote
letters, and that they rarely met customers or suppliers. He also discussed various
conditions that he perceived as communication problems: inefficient organizing of
committee work (pp. 85-87); too heavy a burden of paper on the CEOs desk (pp. 88—
90) and deficiencies in the handling of visitors and telephone calls (pp. 90-93).

The analysis of communications is elaborated in chapter six, and further
administrative problems such as the inadequate preparation of matters presented
to the CEOs (pp. 105-106) and a general reluctance to establish policies are discussed
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(pp. 106-107). At the end of the chapter the nature of their activities is briefly
described (pp. 107-108). Getting information was the most frequent of these.

Chapter seven is devoted to a general discussion about the findings of the study.
Carlson was rather disappointed not to succeed in developing clear and operational
concepts and that there was no general theoretical system in which the observations
could be arranged (p. 115). He considered the development of a method for
measuring and analysing managerial behaviour as an important contribution,
although he recognized the need for further refinements—especially for describing
the content of the behaviour concerned (p. 112). Carlson’s final conclusion was that
the behaviour of the CEOs should be studied in its social context with regard to both
the social and physical environment, and with a focus on the attentions, goals and
attitudes of the actors.

3. Executive behaviour: background and context

Sune Carlson was born in 1909 and grew up on a large country estate in central
Sweden (Carlson, 1983, p. 21). After technical studies at the secondary school level
he attended the Stockholm School of Economics. In 1932 he graduated under
Professor Bertil Ohlin, famous for his theories on international trade and later
awarded the Nobel Prize. On Ohlin’s recommendation Carlson went on to the
University of Chicago, where he received a Ph.D. in Economics in 1936. His
dissertation, published in a revised form in 1939, A study on the Pure Theory of
Production, has been recognized as a classic (Johanson, 1995). In the course of his
doctoral studies Carlson also attended the University of Vienna and Columbia
University.

Sune Carlson returned to the Stockholm School of Economics in 1937, first as a
deputy for Bertil Ohlin, but he became increasingly oriented towards business
administration, particularly top management issues. He wrote several textbooks, of
which Foretagsledning och Foretagsledare (Top management and top managers) held
a central position in Swedish teaching in business administration for many years
(Carlson, 1945).

During the war, Carlson was also secretary of the National Price Control Board.
In this position he came in contact with Ragnar Blomquist, CEO of Thule, the
largest insurance company in Sweden at that time. In 1943 Carlson and Blomquist
formed a group of sales managers in order to discuss marketing issues. After a first
successful seminar, Carlson suggested to Blomquist that something similar could be
done with top CEOs (Carlson, 1983, pp. 150ff). Blomquist thought the idea was
worth trying.

Based on Blomquist’s and Carlson’s personal contacts The Administrative
Problem Study Group, the A-group, was formed in the spring of 1944. Over the
following years the group met biannually for a full day to discuss administrative
problems.

In 1946 Carlson went to the United States for the A-group to study the latest
developments in management research, where he met among others such leading
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professors as Chester Barnard and Elton Mayo. During this trip he got the idea of
making “‘a study of what CEOs are doing hour by hour, where they were located,
who they meet, what they are reading and how all this taken together influences their
way of leading a company”’ (Carlson, 1983, pp. 146-47, our translation). Carlson put
this idea to the head of the American Management Association, Alvin Johnson, and
his research director Ernest Dale. They found the idea fascinating but doubted
whether any CEOs would participate. Back in Sweden and inspired by this reaction,
Carlson put it to the A-group as a challenge: “The Americans don’t think that you’ll
dare to do it!” (Interview with Sune Carlson, 15 December 1998). The A-group
accepted the invitation and field studies on nine Swedish CEOs were made between
1947 and 1949.

How many CEOs were studied is a matter of definition. Carlson says early on that
he had conducted a study of the two CEOs at the French department store Au
Printemps (p. 16). Later in the book (p. 32) he says there were 10 individual cases,
nine in Sweden and one in France. But we can also read “If we return for a moment
to the nine managing directors whose behaviour pattern are the object of this present
study[...] (p. 55).” Since no references are made to the French CEOs in the
presentation of results, it seems reasonable to assume that the empirical material
consists of the nine Swedish CEOs. These were:'

Erik Bengtsson: (born 1886) CEO of Boliden 1941-1949.

Torsten B Bergh: (1901) CEO of Mab & Mya 1936-1955.

Ernfrid Browaldh: (1889) CEO of Svenska Handelsbanken 1944-1955.

Per Egon Gummeson: (1893) CEO of Hoganés-Billesholm 1935-1960.

Alvar Lindencrona: (1910) CEO of Thule 1947-1964.

Ragnar Sachs: (1902) CEO of Nordiska Kompaniet (NK) 1937-1958.

Sven Schwartz: (1891) CEO of Stockholms bryggerier 1941-1949.

Iwar Sjogren: (1888) CEO of Skandia 1944-1955.

Nils Ahlund: (1897) CEO of SLT Géteborg 1940-63.

The participants were all graduates from the most highly regarded educational
institutions in Sweden at that time: the Royal College of Technology, the Stockholm
School of Economics and the Universities of Lund and Uppsala. At the time of the
study the participants were between 38 and 62 years old (mean, 53 years) and their
experience of CEO positions ranged from 1 to 20 years (mean, 9 years). The
companies represented were generally the largest or second largest in their industry
in Sweden.?

The participants were influential and belonged to the inner circle of business
leaders in Sweden. When the Committee for Promoting Export and Production was
set up between government, business life and the labour unions in the spring of 1949,
four of the six representatives of business life belonged to the A-group (Séderpalm,

"The other members of the A-group, whose behaviour was not studied, were: Ragnar Blomquist
(retiring as CEO of Thule in 1947), Nils Danielsen (CEO of Uddeholm), Helge Ericson (CEO of L M
Ericsson), Gustav Soderlund (CEO of Skandinaviska Banken) and Torsten Astrém (CEO of Stockholms
Sparvédgar until 1947).

>The companies employed between 700 (SLT Géteborg) and 3500 (Boliden) people, with a mean value
of approximately 2000 employees.
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1976). The composition of this important committee (to increase the Swedish export
was a condition in the Marshal plan) reflects the prominence of the participants in
the study.

3.1. The (missing) context

As noted in the résumé above, Carlson devoted a separate chapter to describing
the context of the study. The chapter provides the reader with important
information, but discussion of the relation between CEO behaviour and the external
context is peculiarly sparse in the presentation of results. Paradoxically, this fact can
be explained by influence emanating from the context itself. First, however, some
comments about what Carlson wrote in the chapter.

One important feature of the context was the small size of the Swedish top
management community. Carlson wrote: “The executives not only belong to the
same alumni associations or professional or social organizations, they meet each
other regularly in all sorts of affairs” (Carlson, 1951, p. 56). One expression of this
smallness was that several of the participants in the A-group fought on different
sides in various power conflicts. At Uddeholm, a major metal and forestry company,
for instance, a conflict emerged between CEO Danielsen, and the board, which
included A-group members Blomquist and Gummeson (Jakenberg, 1981). The board
wanted to undertake a radical restructuring of the company, but Danielsen, who
opposed the suggestion, won a vote at the annual shareholders’ meeting in 1949. The
board then resigned.

A similar kind of power struggle occurred on the board of Thule. In 1949 CEO
Alvar Lindencrona wrote an article criticizing the fact that the Liberal and
Conservative parties were receiving money from trade and industry (Englund, 1982).
This was a highly controversial topic. Three members of the board, among them
Sven Schwartz, launched a counterattack. Schwartz had recently replaced Erik
Bengtsson as CEO of Boliden, and during the 1948 national election a contribution
of SEK 50,000 from Boliden to the Liberal Party give rise to a virulent debate. The
board members who supported Lindencrona won a vote in 1950, and Schwartz and
his allies consequently resigned.

The special organization of business life was also a reason for the close interaction
between the participants. When the war broke out the economy was organized
through industry committees, and business leaders were invited to join these in order
to work for rearmament and the provision of essential goods. Many important
decisions were thus made on the industry level, in collaboration with state
representatives. When the war ended, this control continued. Foreign trade, for
instance was conducted through bilateral trade agreements, and the industry
committees also determined the distribution of scarce products such as energy and
building materials (Héglund, 1953, p. 21). This central control over economic issues
was one main reason why the CEOs in Carlson’s study devoted so much time to
external meetings, since the outcome of this committee work had a major impact on
company performance.
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The analysis of the context clearly illustrates that the CEOs played an active part
in both political and economic activities outside their own firms. Investigating the
relation between the top manager and his external environment was a worthwhile
research topic. Carlson, however, was almost exclusively oriented towards studying
the internal administration in the rest of the book. This was probably because it was
much easier to get access to the internal processes. But it probably also depended on
the great popularity of scientific management and rationalization work in Sweden
during the late 1940s (De Geer, 1978).

Several participants in the A-group were well-known representatives of “‘the
rationalization movement” in Sweden (cf. De Geer, 1978). In many ways it was
rationalization work that was the main shared interest among the A-group. Ragnar
Blomquist, chairman and the spiritual leader of the group, was widely recognized as
an expert on rationalization ever since—as CEO of Hogands—he had been able to
rescue the company from a serious financial crisis. As CEO of Thule he had been
responsible for the erection of Thule House (Thulehuset), today the head office of the
Skandia Group (Englund, 1982). Thule House was the first office building in Sweden
in the functionalist style, designed to a large extent by Blomquist as a factory in
order to ensure as efficient a flow of paper as possible. The first meeting of the A-
group was also held at there.

Another participant in Carlson’s study was Ragnar Sachs. Sach’s involvement in
scientific management is confirmed by his membership of The International
Association of Department Stores. This association, consisting of eight department
stores in Europe, was founded on the initiative of the International Management
Institute in Geneva for the purpose of sharing experiences about management in a
systematic way between member firms. The use of scientific management in this
setting is well documented by Pasdermadjian (1950).

Carlson has also told (interview 8 December, 1998) that Tarras Séllfors was a
regular visitor at the A-group meetings. Sillfors a former professor in scientific
management at the Royal College of Technology, was one of the leading experts of
rationalization work in Sweden (De Geer, 1978).

The influence from scientific management on EB will be discussed in greater detail
later in this article.

4. Executive behaviour: conducting the study

Before starting the empirical work, Sune Carlson had had access to two earlier
empirical studies of administrative behaviour. The first concerns the way 21 city
managers distributed their working hours over 1 week (Nolting, 1942), and the
second by Lasswell (1947) about public administrators and their work difficulties.
Lasswell found that the administrators were influenced by external factors that
directed their attention in a way that was counterproductive, and he presented a
method for analysing deficiencies of this kind. The method involves self-observation
with the help of pocket-sized paper sheets that were easy to use, a method which
Carlson also adopted in his study.



92 S. Tengblad | Scand. J. Mgmt. 19 (2003) 85-101

The data collection in EB was extensive and several data sources were used:
CEO diaries, contact sheets drawn up by secretaries, telephone operators
and porters; interviews with the CEOs and their subordinates; and listings
of written communications and external trips, all over 1 year. Information
about the structure and processes of each individual organization was also
collected. In many cases it was Carlson and his assistant Rune Hoglund,
who constructed the first formal organizational charts for the studied
companies.

The idea was not to make a statistical study of ‘mean behaviour’ of the CEOs.
Carlson was more interested in comparing the CEO behaviour with the structure of
the formal organization than in making comparisons between different participants.
Ideally, CEOs should devote their own work in a systematic way, reflecting the
formal organization. Any major divergence between the formal and the informal
organization was regarded as bad for the efficiency of the administrative processes
(Jonsson, 1995). In this respect, Carlson seems to have been influenced by the
writings of Henri Fayol (Fayol, 1925).

In the first stages of the empirical work it was mainly people close to the CEO who
were responsible for the data collection but soon the CEOs themselves were given
diary sheets, since some information could not be provided by anyone else CEO (p.
46). It was the intention that the investigation should not interfere with their daily
work, and this generally held. In one case, however, the behaviour of a CEO did
actually change:

Iwar Sjogren at Skandia had an office with two doors so he didn’t have to pass his
secretary, for whom he felt great respect, and my technique didn’t work then
because the secretary didn’t always know whether he was in his office or not. So
we had to lock one door during the investigation period, but that changed his
behavioural pattern. When I was interviewing his staff, they said that he used to
come to their offices before, and they all just talked. Now they had to go to his
office and he had become a totally different person. (Interview with Sune Carlson
8 December, 1998).

Maybe the CEO in this case wanted to behave more closely in line with the
standard descriptions of rational management behaviour of that day, rather than
following his usual informal leadership style.

Most of the data presented in EB refers to a “typical” CEO. One reason for the
rather brief presentation of the results was the “customized” categorization, the
categories used were in many cases unique for each company. The inductive nature
of the data-collecting method, (see for example the form on p. 40) made it difficult to
reproduce it in tabular form. The kind of data and how it was collected also evolved
in the course of study, thus making it difficult to compare individual studies. But the
biggest problem of all must surely have been to compile such a huge amount of
empirical material without the assistance of computers. For one CEO alone, 744
activities were registered (Hoglund, 1953, p. 14) and each activity consisted of several
descriptors (cf. Carlson 1951, p. 47).
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5. Executive behaviour: theoretical framework

As so often in social science research, there is a connection in Executive Behaviour
between the theoretical perspective and the results generated. The following sections
will be devoted to the philosophy of positivism, the preoccupation with
rationalization, and the inspiration of general social sciences.

5.1. Empirical positivism as the point of departure

EB was written at a time when administrative science was powerfully influenced by
natural science. The speculative nature, also, of many theories in traditional social
sciences was being criticized by advocates of empirically grounded research. The
seemingly rigorous methodology of the natural sciences, with their use of clearly
defined and operational concepts and the testing of hypotheses in order to reveal
general laws of causation, was regarded as the ideal.

An important reference in EB is Gulick (1937), where the development of clear
concepts and unambiguous measurements in administrative research is advocated.
Further, referring to Bridgman (1928) Carlson argued that scientific concepts should
be operational. The physical concept of length was regarded as exemplary: to
determine the length of an object is a matter of accuracy and is not dependent on the
judgement of the researcher.

Carlson then concluded that the present literature on administration was of little
use since it was mainly concerned with speculating about what managers actually did
or should do. And abstract concepts such as coordination and planning were
rejected, since they could not be related to clearly defined sets of operations (Carlson,
p. 24). Carlson’s criticism of contemporary administrative theory in many ways
paralleled that of Simon (1947).

Carlson’s scepticism vis-a-vis the current administrative theory was a major reason
for his choosing an inductive approach. However, this strategy did not work when it
came to categorizing the “kind of action” dimension. In order to obtain a
meaningful classification, Carlson had to choose one particular perspective from
which to view what a CEO was supposed to do, and after some hesitation he chose to
see the CEO as a decision-maker:

In simple terms one may perhaps say that the main task of an executive is to take
decisions or to see to it that decisions are taken by others, and to make sure that
these decisions are carried out by the members of his organization (Carlson, 1951,

p. 38).

In order to acquire knowledge about the nature of managerial work, Carlson
considered the observational method to be the most reliable. The use of systematic
observations fitted well with the epistemology inspired by natural science. The
dedication of the book underlines the positivistic approach: “To the managing
directors who courageously and graciously have played the role of guinea-pigs in this
study”’.
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But the use of a positivistic epistemology probably made Carlson overly critical of
his own empirical material. It was for him problematic that the study had to rely
partly on the CEO’s opinion of his own behaviour, and that he was not able to
develop new administrative concepts which corresponded to clearly defined sets of
operations. Fifty years later the situation does not seem to have changed much in
this regard: solid knowledge about management in a positivistic sense is still a rare
thing (Hales, 1986; Mintzberg, 1991). If Carlson had adopted a ‘‘weaker”
epistemology he would have been able to see his study in a more positive light. It
may still represent the most extensive and best empirically grounded study of top
managers at work ever made, and it was a major loss that Carlson did not
subsequently publish more material about the study.

5.2. Rationalizing administrative work: the use of work analysis and other techniques
to increase administrative effectiveness

A striking feature in Executive Behaviour is the preoccupation with administrative
rationalization. The time-and-motion studies so often used to develop more effective
methods of conducting manual work were now used for describing and analysing
CEO work:

Our immediate practical interest generally was the saving of executive time, the
most efficient behaviour meant in most instances that behaviour which resulted in
the accomplishment of a certain task in the shortest possible time” (Carlson, 1951,
p. 114).

As noted above, Carlson was inspired by Lasswell, who had initiated studies of
self-observation among administrators who had got into trouble (Lasswell, 1947, pp.
280ff). Simple recordings revealed external and internal processes that had led the
administrators in question to behave in an undesired way. A large part of EB is
devoted to describing such deficiencies—referred to as “administrative pathologies”
—which according to Carlson represent “deviations from admittedly more efficient
procedures” (p. 114). The observation of such activities in administrative work
represents one of the main findings in EB. Many of them have also been confirmed
by later studies and are still highly relevant. The analysis of administrative
deficiencies also reveals a picture of what was considered ‘““normal’ behaviour, which
helps us to understand the main conceptions about efficient management in the late
1940s. The following pathologies appear to be the most theoretically interesting,
exemplifying the kind of analysis that can be conducted regarding deficiencies in
managerial behaviour:

The exceptional situation of “‘right now” (wishful thinking). Carlson noted that
many of the CEOs felt they were living in extraordinary times, but that the future
held the promise of a return to more ‘normal’ conditions (p. 65). He saw this as a
tendency for wishful thinking, and argued that the future would not be any easier to
handle. The CEOs should thus make the readjustments and reorganizations
necessary to handling the present situation better. The existence of wishful thinking
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in managerial work has been acknowledged in later studies on strategy formation
(Jonsson & Lundin, 1977).

“The diary complex”. Another pathology revealed was that the CEO’s use
of time was determined by the entries in his diary to such an extent that
spontaneous activities seldom took place (EB, p. 71). For example, the CEOs
greatly valued inspection tours, but since they were not often scheduled, no time

was made available for them. Sometimes, too, the appointment diaries did
not reflect what was most important for the CEO, but what was important for
others. The diary complex clearly parallels Herbert Simon’s proposition
that ‘programmed activity’ tends to drive out ‘non-programmed activity’ (Simon,
1965, p. 67).

Lack of time for development issues. Carlson noted that the time when the
CEO could work alone was difficult to use effectively, since interruptions were
likely to occur at short notice (EB, pp. 72ff). Consequently, the CEOs had to work
very early in the morning, or at home, on many tasks that required great
concentration. Even so, the time for development issues was regarded as insufficient.
In one case Carlson recommended one of the participants to hire an executive
assistant, since he seemed to be working in a very fragmented way (Interview, 8
December, 1998). The advice turned out badly, however, as the CEO found it
difficult to work with an executive assistant, and the assistant himself worked more
like an executive.

The fragmented nature of managerial work and its consequences have been
recognized and discussed further in many subsequent studies, not least in Mintzberg
(1973), which contains an analysis of managerial behaviour with many intellectual
debts to EB.

The lack of policy-making. Finally, Carlson noted that activities concerned with
policy were relatively rare (EB, pp. 106ff). Even though the reason for this might
have been the existence of a well-functioning policy system or a general need for
flexibility, Carlson perceived the lack of policy work primarily as a problem. For
instance, the CEO might still be running the company in the same detailed manner
he had adopted when it was considerably smaller. Further, CEOs could avoid taking
policy decisions since these are generally more difficult and time-consuming to make.
But, by behaving in this way the CEO would get caught in a vicious cycle with an
overload of detail.

These pathologies, together with other administrative deficiencies of a more
or less pathological character also described in the book, can be used to interpret
certain streams of thought in EB. How should good management be constituted,
according to Carlson? The picture that emerges of efficient administration
entails a manager who works as a policy-maker and decision-maker by establishing
policies and making decisions based on systematic and rational analysis. The CEO
should allocate a large proportion of his time towards reading, reflection and
planning. Carlson criticizes the more informal and reactive ways of working that
were revealed in the study. His remedy was to undertake work analysis, often
followed by a recommendation for decentralization, policy-making and long-term
planning.
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5.3. The CEO and his environment. insights from the social sciences

Executive Behaviour contains a number of references to researchers in general
social science, and primarily in anthropology (Warner & Lunt, 1941), political
science (Lasswell, 1947) and sociology (Parsons, 1949). Lloyd Warner’s study of
urban life in a New England town (Warner & Lunt, 1941) probably inspired Carlson
to include a separate chapter (chapter 3) on the social environment of the CEOs.
Carlson’s analysis of the informal status symbols in administrative work (pp. 77ff)
reveals strong connections with Warner’s study, which focuses on signs of social
stratification. In his preface Carlson also mentions that he had felt like a social
anthropologist when conducting the study (p. 9), and many of his observations do
resemble those of a sharp-eyed field worker.

To a direct question about the result he considered to be the most important in
EB, Carlson replied without hesitation: “The importance of geography” (interview 8
December, 1998). The geographical dimension concerns whether the head office was
located in a big city or in a rural area, as well as the physical arrangements—location
and layout—of the office buildings themselves. As regards geographical location, he
noted that at that time a CEO tended to be a pillar of the local society and as regards
the physical arrangements he identified a link between office layout and
communication patterns in the company:

A different part of the building or even a different floor from the one that where
the chief executive’s office was situated meant in most cases a definite contact
barrier (Carlson, 1951, p. 96).

Carlson recalled in the interview (8 December, 1998) that he had suggested to the
CEO of one of the insurance companies that it was not really necessary for him to
meet his finance manager every day, as he was apparently accustomed to do. Carlson
suggested that the finance manager should switch offices with the manager for
property insurance—a unit that was in difficulties and so in need of more regular
contact. This move changed the CEO’s contact pattern dramatically, according to
Carlson.

In the same interview Carlson also gave a practical illustration of the importance
of office arrangements from his experience as a financial director for the United
Nations:

Pierre Laguionie from Au Printemps [the French CEO in the study] taught me
to use different ways of entering my office so that I could see my staff at
their work in a natural way. But I also had a section working with finance
and taxation which was located three floors above me, and those guys I didn’t
visit, and they very seldom visited me.” (Interview with Sune Carlson, 8
December, 1998).

The importance of geography revealed by Carlson can perhaps serve as a pointer
for future research. Physical arrangements have largely been taken for granted in
research in this field and perhaps in fact geography might be as important as
authority lines and social groupings for explaining organizing processes. Moreover,
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it can be assumed that the geographical factor will become even more important as
organizations become increasingly dispersed geographically in the wake of
internationalization and globalization. But as Carlson’s example illustrates, subtle
arrangements in office layout can also have considerable effect.

The use of social science has clearly contributed to Carlson’s study. EB could have
been a rather dull piece of research given its positivistic methodology and the
rationalistic view on administration. But what Carlson experiences as a failure (i.e.
he didn’t develop any new theoretical concepts or testable hypotheses) should be
seen rather as a learning process, whereby Carlson acquired insights into the intricate
nature of managerial work. He became aware of the subjective character of
management, such as the way a CEO and his co-workers often perceived the same
situation in a completely different manner (p. 118). The perception that CEOs were
part of a larger social system with which they interacted, led to the conclusion that
effective management should be seen not as the expression of the qualities of
individual CEOs, but as a collective performance.

In the most frequently quoted passage in EB, Carlson writes that at the beginning
of the study he perceived the CEO as the conductor of an orchestra, but that he later
came to see him in some respects as a puppet in a puppet-show (p. 52). This
represents rather a good description of how the empirical observations and insights
inspired by the behavioural social science way of thinking helped to counterbalance
the prevailing view of the rational and goal-oriented administrator. Rather, the focus
on the social and physical environment combined with the behavioural approach in
EB pointed towards an external control perspective—that CEOs were caught to a
large extent in a web created by the people in their environment.

5.4. The blind spots of the theoretical framework

The theoretical framework of Executive Behaviour reflects the fact that
organization theory was not well developed in the late 1940s. Issues such as power,
resource dependencies, conflicts, negotiation, strategy development and leadership
are absent from EB. Carlson was also reluctant to use administrative and
organizational theories that were not grounded in systematic empirical work. Nor
was the Hawthorne study, which was one of the few systematic studies conducted at
that time, important as input into EB. Carlson considered that this research was
relevant mainly for organizing at the shop-floor level. He wrote in his 1945 textbook
that the larger the business, the less important was the CEO’s role to be a leader.
Rather, he should be more of an administrator or coordinator, one who plans and
organizes.

To use the terminology in Scott (1981), we could say that EB primarily belongs to
the rational systems perspective, whereby the organization is viewed as a tool
deliberately used for achieving certain goals. Further, the focus is very internally
oriented: the CEO’s work is analyzed in relation to the formal and informal
structures of the firms concerned, rather than in relation to the wider societal and
business environment. The basic principle in analysing the work of the CEOs closely
resembles that applied to the analysis of manual production work in the scientific
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management tradition. The CEO’s work is viewed as a production process, in which
the CEO should strive for maximum administrative output.

In the concluding chapters of the book the rational systems perspective is
challenged several times, but no further empirical or theoretical development was
conducted. (See below.)

6. Executive behaviour: after publication

The possibilities for further research were very good immediately after the
publication of Executive Behaviour. The study was conducted at a time when
management research was in its infancy and the chances for creating a new school of
thought were promising. A large body of empirical material had been gathered, only
part of which had been presented in the book. Moreover, close cooperation had been
well established with a prominent group of CEOs. Such trusting and intensive
cooperation seems to be very rare between researchers and practitioners of this kind.
Subsequent studies have been directed primarily towards middle and lower
managers, often in connection with some type of management training.

The situation after the publication of EB to some extent resembles the case of the
Hawthorne study in the late 1920s, when Elton Mayo and his research group started
to find new theoretical explanations for the inconclusive results of earlier
experiments. The group gradually abandoned the positivistic approach and focused
instead on the social environment of the workers. Carlson could have undertaken a
deeper investigation of the interplay between the CEO and his most important co-
workers, in order to describe more precisely the way in which the CEO was able to
maintain control over the organization and how his attention was influenced by
others.

The opportunities for such further research were not fulfilled, mainly because in
1952 Sune Carlson entered upon a managerial carcer within the United Nations
organization. For many years he had had a strong leaning towards international
affairs; he set great value on travelling and working in different countries. In 1958 he
returned to Sweden and to academic research, when he accepted a chair in the new
department in business administration at Uppsala University. Back in Sweden
Carlson wanted to direct his energies into a new field of research, and his choice of
international business reflected a research pattern stemming from his education in
economics.

Back in the academia I became totally directed towards international business.
There I had an ideal background. I had had [Jacob] Viner as one of my teachers.
He and Bertil Ohlin were world leaders in that field and I had been working
abroad. I felt it obvious that I was going to do studies in international business.
(Interview with Sune Carlson, 8 December, 1998).

The recognition of the extensive range of public relations activities, and the
accompanying perception of the inefficient way they were organized, together
inspired a second extensive research project within the A-group. This project was
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conducted by Carlson’s assistant Rune Hoglund, and it resulted in 1953 in one of the
first Swedish doctoral dissertations in business administration. The topic concerned
the organization of contacts between five of the companies represented in the A-
group and the government/public sector.

In 1954 Hoglund left the Stockholm School of Economics for a position as
administrative consultant in Svenska Handelsbanken. In 1960 he became deputy
CEO and during the period 1966-1970 was CEO of bank, succeededing Tore
Browaldh, who in turn had succeeded his father Ernfrid Browaldh, also a participant
in the EB study. (This is a nice illustration of the interwoven personal relations that
is a part of the context in EB.)

The fact that both Carlson and Hoglund left research put an end to the activities
within the A-group, and the empirical material was dispersed. Neither of the
succeeding professors at the Stockholm School of Economics, Paulson Frenckner or
Gunnar Westerlund, pursued the kind of research presented in EB. Almost 30 years
passed before a similar study was conducted in Sweden (Forsblad, 1980).

7. Conclusion

Executive Behaviour is a unique study in several respects. It was an important
pioneering effort; it relies on a thorough and detailed body of empirical material, and
it was conducted in close cooperation with prominent CEOs. The book is well
written, in clear and precise language, with illuminating descriptions and convin-
cingly presented findings. The method developed in EB for studying managerial
work was to a great extent to guide later research about managerial work. Carlson
wanted to do an empirical field study in order to counterbalance the influences of
more speculative theories of management. He started the investigation using a
positivistic methodology and with a rationalistic view of management, but he also
became inspired by social science approaches. The result was the creation of
interesting contrasts, but also of ambiguity, which Carlson never fully resolved as he
abandoned this field of research. The presentation of results was relatively brief,
especially with respect to theoretical discussion and theory development.

Despite several challenges to the rationalistic view on management, the book as a
whole is oriented towards rationalization issues. The interplay between the CEOs
and the external environment and the social structures regulating managerial work,
was not emphasized.

The administrative orientation expressed in EB tells us something about the view
of management research that obtained in Sweden during the 1940s. The members of
the A-group believed strongly in science as a means for creating a prosperous
business life and a better society. As the process of modernization in Sweden
proceeded, the CEO function also needed reforming. Old traditions and charismatic
leadership now had to be replaced by working methods based on systematic analysis.
From the participant’s point of view the role of the scientist was to study work
behaviour and to determine whether that behaviour was effective or not. This
assumption appears out-dated today, but it was strongly held when empirical
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research in management was first introduced. Executive behaviour is not included in
standard accounts of the evolution of management research, but the book deserves
recognition on the part on management scholars who want to be aware of the origins
of their subject area, in particular for understanding the meeting between scientific
management and empirical research in organizational behaviour.
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