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1. Abstract

This discussion of management fads and buzzwords focuses on their growth and their disturbing effects on several areas. This article explores the origin of management fads and buzzwords and their development. Adopting a sociological perspective, it illustrates how buzzwords are employed to construct rhetorical ideology by management gurus, and how buzzwords influent the managerial discourse. It also demonstrates how managers are affected by the persuasive rationale and the following impact to their organizations. This paper shows that the mysterious vision of buzzwords and their theories lead to their popularity; and magic solutions find their ready audiences, until the inevitable disillusion sets in.

2. Introduction

The buzzwords of management exist everywhere. Business writers generate their initiative ideas and then publish best sellers based on buzzwords. Management consultants apply buzzwords in their products and services trying to look as if they are on the cutting edge of management theory. Practitioners base his management style on buzzwords presented in best-selling business books. Despite the persistent attack on the use of buzzwords by the comic strip Dilbert, buzzwords prosper in cubicles and boardrooms throughout the world. 

The management buzzwords not only attract widespread media and public attention, but also apply in broad range of areas. Even academic researchers grow their reputation with their theories constructed by buzzwords. Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1989) and Michael Porter (1985) are considered as idols among academic community.

During the past two decades, buzzwords occur one after another, countless short-lived fads rise and fall, each accompanied by a raid of books, articles, videos and seminars. There are buzzwords for every letter of the alphabet and every function of management, from activity-based costing to empowerment, from excellence to zero-defects manufacturing. It seems that the only true evolution in business theory has been the evolution of management discourse with its increasing buzzwords propounded by our various business schools, marketing academics and consulting firms.

Do management fads and buzzwords have any contribution to management discourse and practice, or just disturb them? Collins (2000) says, “ The buzzwords (of management) are employ …… to close off truly important aspects of debate.”  This paper describes the influences of management fads and buzzwords on several aspects.

3. Nature of management fads and buzzwords

The analysis begins with examining the root of management fads and buzzwords. Many management fads and buzzwords can be traced to the academic world. First, there are some researches that show causal links between two factors relevant to work situations. These papers are complicated but cautious with many “perhapses” and “notwithstandings”. Researchers underline the complexity of all the actual and possible factors involved.  Few are interested in immediate applications. They just want to understand the world, not to change the world. But after many citations, reviews, summaries and presentations, the ideas may be elaborated and distorted. With every repetition, the findings become stronger and the complexity weaker. Selective memory ensures that the crucial findings are recorded and embellished. At this stage, the academic discoveries still remain in the academic society. They have not become management fads yet.

As some gurus hear about the finding from seminars and academic publications, they utilize the finding to create their ideology. Then they package their ideology with rhetorical devices and a catchy title. A simple and plausible idea becomes a book. Indeed, that is why business books are so easy to read, but there is really very little in them. Average managers read a few reviews of the book or may even go so far as to buy it. They are envious of the seemingly powerful results that occur when the technique is followed. In this way, a simple idea becomes popular as a buzzword. 

But it is not the peak of the fad. It is not the academic or the author who power the fad but an army of management consultants trying to look as if they are on the cutting edge of management theory. Because the concepts are easy to understand and said to have wide application, the consultants seek to apply them everywhere with odd acronyms, newly invented terms and unique advices. Moreover, every consultant will come up with a special focus to differentiate itself from competitors. As a result, the buzzword spreads like wildfire. Soon it seems everyone has to be empowered or reengineered. Those who do not climb aboard are made to feel like conservatives. They have to chase the latest idea and say, “If other people are doing it and it’s on magazine covers, then I’d better do it.”

4. Persuasion to audiences

In the stage of managerial discourse, management gurus present in a variety of media so as to draw managers’ attention and to convince them that their solutions are the appropriate course of action to take within their companies. Guru theories with assists of buzzwords infest current forms of discussion. Clark and Salaman (1996) have noted that the management gurus’ persuasion are similar as witchdoctor’s words in terms of knowledge, role and behaviour, suggesting that successful gurus have always known and exploited the magic and mystery of persuasion devices. In order to explore the ideas that help managers unpick the complexities of organizations, we need to get rid of all the persuasive device of business “truth”.

Management gurus use usual rhetorical strategies in the course of persuasion. In the first stage, they threaten audiences with crisis that they are facing redundancy or their organizations cannot survive any longer. In particular, they state that middle management is the prime target for downsizing, or the “death zone” of reengineering (Hammer & Stanton, 1995). The gurus also frighten them by indicating the serious weaknesses of the current structure and how severely this faulty structure is damaging the organization. 

After breaking the belief of the audiences, the gurus bring out the truth that ensure they survive the transition like the religious prophet. To do this, the gurus provide the readers with numerous role models or ‘heroes’ who have shown that they can make the transition. Afterwards, the gurus stress their theories are not another management fads or buzzwords, this time is real for them to play their part in the managerial stage making another industrial miracle after the industrial revolution. Once the readers experience conversion, they consider taking the theories into action. 

5. Influence to managerial discourse

Buzzwords are overused in business communication. Many employees believe they have to use business jargon in the workplace to keep pace with their colleagues, even though they don’t know what many of the words actually mean. Buzzwords often go right over the heads of employees. Actually, managers can find alternatives to buzzwords that can improve the way they communicate with their workers. In contrary, all these managers are hiring high-priced consultants, who are getting paid to come up with things like “excellence” and “total quality.” In America only the total annual cost for consulting activity tops $15 billion (Micklethwait & Wooldridge, 1996). Actually, these words mean nothing to the employees. They probably don’t mean anything to the managers, either. But nobody wants to say the emperor has no clothes. Nobody wants to say that these words are empty and meaningless and vague and vacuous. So they all pretend that they know. And they all continue to use them. Therefore, there’s always going to be another guru who makes his or her money by coming up with terms that nobody else knows. He may say, “Listen, I’ve got this hot new thing called ‘knowledge work’ that will make everybody happy,” then companies would like to know what that is.

Buzzwords go into management discourse promoted by gurus and consultants who somehow come up with the latest terms. Then nobody wants to be the one to ignore them. The business press, like your magazine, writes about them. Then managers start reading about them. As a result, words like “reengineering” are created. People may take it to mean layoffs or something else. Nobody can stop himself or herself because this is the latest thing. In the end, the buzzword dies out when the next one comes along. 

“Total quality” being a fairly big buzzword has huge influence to managerial discourse. Everybody wants to talk about being a “world class” organization thought “Total quality management”. However, It’s just a buzzword that everybody pops on. They want to use it to describe a really good company, a superior company, one that does stuff really well, or one whose customers are really happy. “Total quality” doesn’t mean anything to anybody. Another current buzzword is “Downsizing”, as many companies are starting to lay off. Since we don’t dare to say, “We’re laying off”, we say, “downsizing” or “rightsizing.” 

Although buzzwords help people who share common assumptions to communicate with one another, the words lead people down the wrong path if people use them too often. They signal one thing, but they really mean another. When managers use a lot of buzzwords, it shows that there’s a lack of real thought there.  The terms and phrases used by managers mislead managers themselves, setting the wrong expectations about behaviour that is vital to an organization’s performance. Buzzwords take over management’s most important responsibilities. They’re hitching onto every fad that comes along. It’s going to be “total quality” this month. Next month, it’s going to be “continuous improvement.” Then it’s going to be “quality circles.” And then it’s going to be “reengineering.” It’s a tendency to try to copy what everybody else is doing. Seldom companies deal in real world of saying but deal in buzzwords.

It is difficult to get rid of buzzwords. Managers have to make a conscious effort to discard buzzwords in print, on the Internet, or in a face-to-face discussion. They should speak in clean, simple terms to employees without parroting what everybody else is saying. 

6. Impact to organizations

Some true believers think the solutions provided by gurus or consultants have quick, massive benefits. Their organizations import the improvement solutions, and participate in the creative movement. Management gurus and consultants are the director of the movement. They introduce their theories, threaten managers and then offer them survival kits. They attempt to capture managers’ attention and motivate participants to carry out dramatic action. 

Some management fads and buzzwords, such as “total quality management”, “reengineering”, “empowerment” and “teams”, have strong impact to organizations. These trends have deeply influenced business in the recent past and are likely to carry it into the future.

Total quality management, together with its associated concepts, such as “continuous improvement”, “zero defects” and “statistical process control”, make up what is easily the most talked-about business idea of recent years. Total quality management, or TQM, as it’s almost always referred to, is especially remarkable for its long tenure atop the heap. Some of TQM’s basic ideas came out of Bell Telephone’s labs as early as the 1920s. The ideas were refined in Japan not long after World War II, and then gained wide attention from U.S. businesses. 

TQM affect almost every area of an organization’s operations, but it rests on one principal idea: It calls for continually improving quality by using statistical measures to track both problems and the results of efforts to fix those problems (Juran, 1988). Management gurus and consultants say that TQM can help businesses greatly cut costs by reducing waste and scrap while boosting customer satisfaction. The TQM approach is a clear contrast to the traditional method of using post-production inspection to catch errors. Driven by the impressive quality of Japanese goods produced using TQM methods and led by the vision of management gurus and consultants such as Joseph M. Juran, millions of organizations have dropped the old ways and adopted TQM in one form or another. 

Management gurus assure TQM can save American business from high-quality, low-cost foreign competitors. And enthusiastic TQM advocates insist on strict adherence to its principles and consider TQM as a high-profile business strategy. After the fad pass by, TQM is still one of the main themes in organizations. But, actually, TQM is the closest thing to a religion in the managerial discourse.

Another key management fashion is Business process reengineering. Business process reengineering hit the organizations in 1993 with the publication of Reengineering the Corporation (Hammer & Champy, 1993). Though just 3 years old, business process reengineering, or BPR, has already had such a major impact that most experts consider it a leading idea of the past two decades. Management gurus encourage managers to make dramatic changes to an organization’s operations, with cost reduction as the primary goal. Because these changes often lead to reduce the number of workers, BPR is closely associated with other buzzwords like downsizing and rightsizing. 

Reengineering’s main appeal rests in its vision of providing companies with a quick way to control costs. While it violates one of TQM’s rules by often concluding that workers should be laid off, BPR shares many of the same goals. Quality management and reengineering are not mutually exclusive.

Recently, BPR has been widely criticized as a short-term way to boost profits by gutting a company’s work force. “Corporate anorexia” and “hollow-shell corporation” are two newly coined terms referring to companies that have trimmed so many workers and consequently lost essential functions. Frustration and anxiety are throughout the organizations.

Yet BPR has also produced some remarkable success stories. The ability to coexist with TQM may explain much of BPR’s rapid rise in influence and popularity, and suggests it will remain influential for some time. 

Another trend is the popularity of empowerment. Handing employees the power to make decisions and rewarding them for making the right ones has been proved to be one of the toughest tasks for managers in recent years. Perhaps that is what has saved the idea of empowering employees from the kind of overexposure that characterizes other trends and kept it, after more than a decade of considerable prominence, it is still on a growth route. 

Empowerment and related ideas, such as participative management, have the supposed goals of reducing costs and improving quality. This is done by placing responsibility for many decisions in the hands of production workers, customer service personnel, and others who formerly took orders from managers. The assumed result is less need for overhead-gobbling middle managers and more relevant decisions. 

Not surprisingly, empowerment is popular with employees. Among other things, it is said to boost job satisfaction, reduce absenteeism, lower turnover and even improve workplace safety. These advantages alone may drive the concept for many years to come. Gurus explain, the importance of empowerment is that organizations are made up of people; the advantage is that you can get them to do their jobs more effectively and enjoy it.

The concept of teams has been used in organizations for a few years. Today, people who supervise the work of others are as likely to be called team leaders or project heads as managers or executives. It’s all due to the phenomenal popularity of self-directed teams, teamwork, cross-functional teams and other ideas associated with the practice of organizing groups of workers to achieve a common objective. 

Teamwork is central to other major trends, such as quality management and empowerment, because it aids communication, improves cooperation, reduces internal competition and duplication of effort, and maximizes the talents of all employees on a project. But it’s only in the last decade or so that attention has been focused on the team itself as a vital management tool. 

Like most major trends, the movement of teams has lately been criticized for positioning itself as a panacea. In fact, teamwork requires a good deal of back-and-forth communication, which can slow down decision-making to an unacceptable speed in some instances. Someone on his or her own can make the decision a lot faster and better.

7. Conclusion

In this paper, I have explored the nature of management fads and buzzwords, and discussed the relationship between guru theories with buzzwords employed and managerial discourse, so as to completely realize that the management buzzwords obstruct truly important aspects of managerial debate. Management fads and buzzwords merely move through cycles, back and forth. New guru theories are really old theories dressed a little differently for the particular time. Business ideas and buzzwords are similar to products with their own promoters and marketers.

Ironically, the fake science of guru theories and buzzwords brings more confusion rather than more understanding. As Micklethwait and Wooldridge (1996) note that the contradictory nature of management theory pulls organizations in conflicting directions. Paradoxically, the business gurus contribute to the “complexities” of managerial science and operation of organizations rather than clarify them. The increase in the number of business best sellers offered each year, and the increased amount of buzzwords disturb our scientific and intellectual theories. 

For exploring management fads and buzzwords, I separated the hysteria and hype from the guru theories influencing managerial discourse. Moreover, we need to look around our lives and businesses and ask how much we have truly learned from all the business best sellers and whether we have really progressed to new insights or whether we are caught in the management fads going nowhere except following the buzzwords.
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