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           Management Best Sellers-Critical Reading

1. Introduction

The text that I comment on is chosen from a management best seller written by Michael Hammer and James Champy, Reengineering The Corporation: A Manifesto For business Revolution, first published in 1993. The total text has 247 pages, containing a prologue, 13 chapters and a part including frequently asked questions. During 1990s, the concept of reengineering widely spread the world and still remained popular today, primarily introduced with this book. Following this management fashion, many American managers took this concept into practice. 

In the new century, the book is revised and updated with a new prologue trying to say that reengineering will never go away and to create a new wave of reengineering. It contents a lot of demonstration by numerous success well-known corporations. The main thesis of the book is that corporations must carry out an indispensable business process reengineering without hesitate. The authors expect that managers in practice imagine the promise land described in the book and then follow the authors instruction to pursuit the ultimate goal: ‘a quantum leap’ (Hammer, 1993). After the first publication of this book, Hammer wrote the reengineering Revolution: a handbook to explain the pitfall occurring along reengineering process and the related solution. Business process reengineering described in this book is the most dominate management fad of the 1990s (Wilmott and Wray-Bliss, 1996). The book has been considered as the milestone for management since In Search of Excellence. 

Michael Hammer, which is one of the authors of the book, is a computer scientist and former MIT professor. He influenced the management community by a series of his publication on re-engineering. He was designated as one of the four pre-eminent management thinkers of the 1990s by Business Week and one of America’s twenty-five most influential individuals by Time. James Champy, which is the co-author of the book, is the chairman of the consultancy firm CSC Index and assist main corporations to redesign their business process.  He is the person who first coined the phrase ‘business re-engineering’ and registered the term in the US (Gooding, 1993). 
The section that I select for critical scrutiny is Chapter Four ‘The New World of Work’ form page 69 to page 86. This charter provides us a clear image of new business processes.

2. Dominant Reading
The discussion in the whole book is around the three main aspects: customer, competition and change (Collins, 2000). The authors intent to guide readers step by step. The first chapter depict the problem that the old way of working is no longer suitable for the new century. Bureaucratic mechanism is the root of customer dissatisfaction. It lack of innovation and flexibility. Then in the second chapter, the authors give readers the definition of reengineering and tell readers that reengineering is the solution for the problem. Following this path, managers must forget the organisation structure used previously, and start again without any traditional thought. After that, the authors illustrate the common movements occurring during business process reengineering in Chapter Three. They say that the reengineering processes may different, for better understanding the reengineering process, managers must focus on the changes that arise during the reengineering. Hence, Chapter Four provide full details of these changes. In next chapter, the authors tell us that it is information technology that enables reengineering and expand the possibility of new products and service.

In Chapter Four, the authors offer managers the business system diamond that illustrates the linkages between the elements including people, jobs, managers, and values. This elements change when companies reengineer business processes.

The authors first explain the change of work units. Since the industry revolution, most organisations adopt the concept of division of labour. They separated works into several steps, and clearly define the tasks. Organisations were divided into many departments that carry out specific functions and have detailed responsibility. The approach succeeded at that time. But the authors say the situation has change in the new era. Customers dominate the market. They are not simply buying the products they need. They have more alternatives than before. They focus on service instead of price. Customer satisfaction becomes the major theme for all kinds of organisations. As a result, the authors suggest a customer-oriented structure: teams, which can remove the boundary between departments.  

Turning readers attention to the change of jobs, the authors state that the employees in reengineered companies can make their own rules, instead of following previous rules. Employees who are working in teams must perform a variety of tasks. They no long do the highly specialized job repeatedly. They are empowered and participate in decision-making. They are self-motivated and self-managed. The authors note that in this reengineered environment, the jobs become more rewarding and challenge, and enhance job satisfaction consequently. This kind of jobs needs a different kind of people to perform. Reengineered organisation stresses the education of employees, instead of training. As employees work in a reengineered structure, they need proper management systems to measure their performance.

Therefore, the authors introduce the new work compensation focusing on employees’ contribution to organisations. Employees are no longer paid according to their position; instead, they are paid based on their performance. Their promotion requirements change from performance to ability. In these reengineered organisations, a new organisation culture is formed. The new organisation culture consists of a series of values and beliefs. Such values and beliefs direct the new circle of business process reengineering.

Finally, to summarizing the changes take place as companies carry out reengineering process, the authors present readers the business system diamond. This business system diamond illustrates the relations of these changes. The interactions of these factors represent ‘the new world of work’ (p.69). Then the authors point out the role of information technology in reengineering, which will discuss in the next chapter. 

3. Critical Reading

The analysis starts from the title of the book. The buzzword ‘reengineering’ mark the book as a series of publication on reengineering. Readers are easily attracted by this word, as reengineering is the main topic in the management community in 1990s. 

The subtitle, a manifesto for business revolution, can straightforwardly let readers associate with the speech given to military to motivate the morale of soldiers. It is a kind of militaristic and violent rhetoric (Grint, 1998). The authors imply that they lead the war against the old dominant corporation structure and encourage managers in practice to become warriors carrying out the revolution. Peaceful methods for change are no longer useful, as the authors note that “Fundamental changes in business processes have implications for many other parts and aspects of an organization—every part of it, in fact.” Readers can imagine the bright future after the revolution.

The title of Chapter Four, ‘The new world of work’ indicates that the authors are going to depict the new image of corporation. The reengineered organisation works as organisms against the old mechanism structures.

This chapter is full of neat and extraordinary examples, such as the story about “a guest approach the doorman”(p. 75) to show the nature of empowerment, Henry Ford’s factory (p. 70) to represent the classical corporation with functional departments, and the engineers doing the jobs previously allocated to the marketing people (p. 73) to demonstrate that process reengineering shifts the boundaries between different kinds of works. So many these examples are without support by serious scientific researches. The authors just use some pictures to give readers illusions, because these cases and models do not stand for the majority, nor do they have credibility. Possibly there are the same amount of problems and failure experiences meted by managers during the reengineering movement.

The authors repeat two key elements of reengineering, “radical” and “fundamental” (p. 69) at the beginning of this chapter. They suggest that reengineering is challenge, and then they depict the changes as radical. They also use some business buzzwords in their discussion, such as “empowerment” (p. 75) and “team” (p. 70), and some ambiguous terms, such as  “case worker” (p.72), “virtual teams” (p. 71), and “case teams” (p. 70), demonstrated by some cases from some well-known corporations, such as Kodak, Bell Atlantic and IBM Credit. These corporations guarantee the credibility of the authors’ ideas. The authors also mention Adam Smith’s division of labour (p. 70). They attempt to imply that their theory has the same contribution to the society as Adam Smith’s theory. 

In this chapter, the frequently used metaphor is sports team. Some words, “No football coach tells the team…”(p. 84), “Although coaches don’t play, they’re closely involved in creating the game plan and in the players’ performance” (p. 85), and “They are far more than just scorekeepers” (p. 85) suggest that employees are players in a sports team, managers are coaches, executives can be scorekeepers, and they are doing business like playing a game. “These people are working more or less autonomously with the guidance of their coaches.” implies that employees can work self-managed in teams while consulting their managers sometimes. The authors use “glue” (p. 82) to associate the role of management in organisations. In the changed structure, employees have lots more communication and cooperation, and they are self-managed, therefore, no more “glue” is necessary. 

At the last part of this chapter, the authors provide a business system diamond to describe the organism of the related changes. The authors’ words, “ Reengineering can be thought of as replacing a diamond that lost its luster and brilliance with a new one”(p. 86), suggests that their method has treasured value. Then the last paragraph of this chapter, “…That is the role that information technology plays…” uncovers the topic of Chapter Five. Thus, reengineering is clothed in this mystique of instrumental means (Case, 1999) and exists in the same modern era as information technology.

4. Reflexive Reading

As I reading the cover page, the book might introduce some kinds of management philosophy. It seemed that I was facing the crisis, I was going to engage in a challenge, and what I need to do is put the ideology into action. However, based on my own experience, I just thought that it is common that a book has an inciting and fascinating title.

As I examined the text, I found that I was inculcated the definition of reengineering repeatedly. I was irritated by the discussions around customer, competition and change with ornamental additions. The authors told us that we needed to discard the old thought concerning efficiency and control, and employ the new method as panacea. Anyway I quite enjoyed identifying the authors’ strategies and intended meaning.

I brought my own education and cultural background into my reading. There are many famous philosophers and thinkers in Chinese culture. Many literatures are alike as this one, using similar tone and persuasive devices. The theories carried by these literatures are supported by simply and radical examples. These theories are like religion, rather than science with empirical methods. These ideologies and philosophy can be the references when I making decisions or analysing phenomenon. Just like learning languages, as long as you study the ideologies others using to form their worldview or beliefs, you can understand and predict their thoughts and behaviours, consequently, have better communication and cooperation.

5. Conclusion

After applying the scriptive reading process to this text, I had a deep understanding of the construction of the best sellers. I recognized the intention of the authors, and was familiar with the deconstructing and reconstructing process. I am more sensitive to persuasive devices in the text. After I got rid of the rhetorical words around the ideology, I explored the truth. I realize how management gurus achieve their result, and how texts can be presented in various ways, and how readers interpret the text based on their own identity. I changed from a ‘persuaded’ reader to a reader who ‘identifies’.  
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