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Long debate over the importance of 

management for performance

Francis Walker wrote a paper 

called in 1887 in the 

Quarterly Journal of 

Economics called “The 

Sources of Business Profits” 

Walker argued that 

management was the key 

driver of differences in firm 

performance



“No potential driving factor of 

productivity has seen a higher ratio 

of speculation to empirical study”

- Chad Syversson (2011, Journal 

of Economic Literature) 

But there is still a wide debate – many people 

claim management is all “hot air” or “BS”



This is a key issue for organizations…..



….and for policy



1) Measuring management

2) Impact of management on performance

3) Policy implications (for schools in particular)

I will try to summarize 15 years research in 3 areas



World Management Survey has covered about 

25,000 organizations (manufacturing, retail, 

schools and hospitals) globally since 2004



1) Developing management questions

• Scorecard for 20 monitoring and incentives practices in ≈45 

minute phone interview of senior managers (e.g. principals)

2) Getting firms to participate in the interview

• Introduced as “Modern-management” interview, no financials

• Official Endorsement: Dept. Education, RBI, World Bank etc. 

3) Obtaining unbiased comparable responses, “Double-blind”

• Interviewers do not know the company’s performance

• Managers are not informed (in advance) they are scored

Basic survey methodology – 3 key steps
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Score (1): Measures 

tracked do not 

indicate directly 

if overall 

business 

objectives are 

being met. 

Certain 

processes aren’t 

tracked at all

(3): Most key 

performance 

indicators 

are tracked 

formally. 

Tracking is 

overseen by 

senior 

management 

(5): Performance is 

continuously 

tracked and 

communicated, 

both formally and 

informally, to all 

staff using a range 

of visual 

management tools

Example monitoring question, scored based on a number of 

questions starting with “How is performance tracked?”



Examples of performance metrics – Car Plant



Examples of a performance metrics – Hospital
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Appendix Figure 1: Sample Value Added Report 
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Examples of performance metrics – School

Source: Rockoff, Staiger, Kane and Taylor, AER 2011 



Examples of performance metrics – Retail



Score (1) People are 

promoted 

primarily upon 

the basis of 

tenure, 

irrespective of 

performance 

(ability & effort) 

(3) People 

are promoted 

primarily 

upon the 

basis of 

performance

(5) We actively 

identify, develop 

and promote our 

top performers 

Example incentives question, scored based on questions 

starting with “How does the promotion system work?”



Examples of performance reviews – Retail Bank
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Full survey available on 
http://worldmanagementsurvey.org/wp-

content/images/2011/01/Education_Survey

_Instrument_20110110.pdf

http://worldmanagementsurvey.org/wp-content/images/2011/01/Education_Survey_Instrument_20110110.pdf


What do we find?
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Wide management spread by country: manufacturing
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Randomly surveyed population of hospitals in each country that offer acute care (take 

emergencies), and have an orthopaedics and/or cardiology department. Total of 1687 hospitals.
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Wide spread of management across countries: hospitals



Again see a very wide spread in countries: hospitals
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Randomly surveyed population of hospitals in each country that offer acute care (take 
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Notes: Data from 1,851 schools: 513 in Brazil; 146 in Canada; 140 in Germany, 318 in India, 284 in Italy, 88 in Sweden, 92 in the 

UK and 270 in the US. A school level score is the simple average across all 20 questions and the country average (shown above) 

is the unweighted average of these school level scores within a country.
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On the 16 identical questions schools have lower scores
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1) Measuring management

2) Impact of management on performance

- Regression results

- Field experiments

3) Policy



Management score decile
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Manufacturing: management scores are all 

positively correlated with firm performance



Hospitals: management scores are all positively 

correlated with patient outcomes (e.g. fewer deaths)

Notes: Based on 324  observations with available AMI information (Canada:29; Sweden: 48; UK: 74; US: 178). We  z-score the AMI data within country 

to take into account differences in the way the AMI rates are calculated  across countries, and keep only hospitals with at least 20 AMI cases in a year..



Notes: Based on 981 observations with available school performance information.  For the cross-country pooled measure of student achievement, we use the 

math exam pass rate from HSEEs in the United States (available for government funded schools only), the average uncapped GCSE score in the United 

Kingdom, the school-level rating produced by the Fraser Institute in Canada, the GPA in the 9th grade in Sweden, the school-level average in maths in the 

High School National Exam (Exame Nacional do Ensino Medio, ENEM) in Brazil, and the X Standards Average (%) Math Score in India (see Appendix B for a 

detailed description of each variable). In order to build this measure, we  z-score the student achievement data within country to take into account differences in 

school performance measures across countries..
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Schools: management scores are all positively 

correlated with pupil performance (e.g. grades)



Can also analyze in regressions with controls for 

other factors – for example in schools



Of course this correlation may not be causal.

So various groups have been running 

randomized control trials

Manufacturing Firms High-Schools



Manufacturing: Took 28 textile plants near 

Mumbai and randomized into treatment 

(improved management) & control



Inventory Control: Before



Inventory Control: After



Factory information: Before



Factory information: After
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These simple management improvements 

increased productivity by 20% within 1 year alone

Control plants

Treatment plants

Weeks after the start of the management experiment
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Source: Bloom, Eifert, Mahajan, McKenzie & Roberts, forthcoming Quarterly Journal of Economics



Schools: Fryer (2013) took 20 Houston 

schools and randomized a bundle of “no 

excuses” management practices

In 2011/2012 Introduced 5 practices from US charter schools:

- Increased teaching time

- Higher quality teachers

- Student level differentiation

- Increased data collection and monitoring

- Tough performance targets



He found large positive impacts on maths 

scores (little impact on reading)

Impact was a highly-significant increase in maths scores of 

around 0.3σ (similar to the current black-white test gap)

Positive (but small and insignificant) increase in reading

Replicating the study Denver, Colorado with similar findings



1) Measuring management: all sectors

2) Impact of management on performance: all sectors

- Regression results

- Field experiments

3) Policy



So how can we work to improve management?

1) Competition (competition and strong legal systems)

2) Autonomy (reducing government involvement)

3) Professional management (not inherited family-firm CEOs)

4) Light government regulation (little/no labor regulations)
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Competition: Associated with better management

Number of competing schools within a 30min drive1

1As reported by the Principal

School Management Practice Scores
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Competition in fact appears linked to better 

management across all sectors we have examined



Autonomy: defined as schools like Friskolor in 

Sweden and Charter Schools in the US

Selected notes: (3) states “May receive private donations”



Autonomy: correlated with better management, 

particularly on people (incentives) management

OECD Sample (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Dependent Variable (z-scored) Management
Non-

People
People

Autonomous Government 0.233*** 0.273*** 0.244*** 0.157** 0.410***

Schools (0.086) (0.076) (0.075) (0.074) (0.091)

Private School -0.149* 0.033 -0.004 -0.185** 0.457***

(0.078) (0.071) (0.076) (0.079) (0.090)

Log(pupils) 0.141*** 0.113*** 0.089*** 0.151***

(0.032) (0.033) (0.034) (0.038)

Log(pupils/teachers) -0.163** -0.150** -0.085 -0.269***

(0.070) (0.070) (0.070) (0.084)

Pupils selected on academic 0.038 0.034 0.007 0.091

Merits (0.088) (0.087) (0.087) (0.109)

Regular (non-vocational) 0.170** 0.165** 0.175** 0.110

Curriculum (0.073) (0.074) (0.078) (0.075)

Log(population density) 0.057*** 0.055*** 0.049**

(0.018) (0.018) (0.021)

Noise Controls No Yes Yes Yes Yes

Test Private=Aut. gov. (p-value) 0.000 0.014 0.012 0.001 0.694

Observations 1,020 1,020 1,020 1,020 1,020



Autonomy: Private (non-government) ownership 

linked with strong people management in all sectors

2.7 2.8 2.9 3 3.1 3.2

Dispersed Shareholders

Private Equity

Family owned, non-family CEO

Managers

Private Individuals

Government

Family owned, family CEO

Founder owned, founder CEO

Management score

Notes: Manufacturing scores from www.worldmanagementsurvey.com

http://www.worldmanagementsurvey.com/


Conclusions

1. Management practices for monitoring and incentives 

linked to better performance across sectors

2. Management practices in schools are often poor

3. Policies to support competition and autonomy could help 

to improve these management practices

Note, work in progress so more research is definitely needed!



Research, policy briefs and media available here 

www.worldmanagementsurvey.com

http://www.worldmanagementsurvey.com/


MY FAVOURITE QUOTES:

Interviewer: “How many production sites do you have abroad?

Manager in Indiana, US: “Well…we have one in Texas…”

Americans on geography

Production Manager: “We’re owned by the Mafia”

Interviewer: “I think that’s the “Other” category……..although I

guess I could put you down as an “Italian multinational” ?”

The difficulties of defining ownership in Europe



Interviewer : “Do staff sometimes end up doing the wrong sort

of work for their skills?

NHS Manager: “You mean like doctors doing nurses jobs, and

nurses doing porter jobs? Yeah, all the time. Last week, we had

to get the healthier patients to push around the beds for the

sicker patients”

Don’t get sick in Britian

MY FAVOURITE QUOTES:

Don’t do Business in Indian hospitals

Interviewer: “Is this hospital for profit or not for profit”

Hospital Manager: “Oh no, this hospital is only for loss making”



Interviewer : “Do you offer acute care?”

Switchboard: “Yes ma’am we do”

Don’t get sick in India

MY FAVOURITE QUOTES:

Interviewer : “Do you have an orthopeadic department?”

Switchboard: “Yes ma’am we do”

Interviewer : “What about a cardiology department?”

Switchboard: “Yes ma’am”

Interviewer : “Great – can you connect me to the ortho department”

Switchboard?: “Sorry ma’am – I’m a patient here”



Manager: “I spend most of my time walking around cuddling and

encouraging people - my staff tell me that I give great hugs”

American management – the power of cuddling

French secretary: “You want to talk to the manager? There are

legal proceedings against him, so hurry up!!”

The trusted French Secretary

The drive for standardization

MY FAVOURITE QUOTES:

Interviewer: “How standardized are your lessons?"

Principal: “Very standardized! For example, I tell all my World 

History teachers that they must kill Napoleon before Christmas!”



Back Up
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Measuring Performance in Swedish Schools
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Alternative pupil performance measures
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Sampling Frame in Swedish Schools



Schools characteristics (all OECD countries: sample mean=1)
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Alternative management measures give similar results
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Sampling details



Autonomy: this correlation with management is 

particularly strong in Sweden (not sure why)
OECD Sample All Canada Germany Italy Sweden UK US

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Dependent Variable (z-scored) Management

Autonomous Government 0.244*** 0.030 0.237 0.430** 0.213 0.111

Schools (0.075) (0.100) (0.204) (0.185) (0.154) (0.228)

Private School -0.004 0.176 0.790 0.007 -0.055 -0.194

(0.076) (0.189) (0.498) (0.144) (0.448) (0.143)

Log(pupils) 0.113*** 0.028 0.168 0.054 -0.057 0.678*** 0.133**

(0.033) (0.056) (0.116) (0.076) (0.139) (0.173) (0.067)

Log(pupils/teachers) -0.150** 0.123 -0.167 -0.134 -0.237 -0.545 -0.179

(0.070) (0.142) (0.363) (0.123) (0.151) (0.615) (0.161)

Pupils selected on academic 0.034 0.153 0.083 -0.032 0.338 0.037 0.084

Merits (0.087) (0.134) (0.285) (0.184) (0.309) (0.240) (0.272)

Regular (non-vocational) 0.165** 0.134 0.170**

Curriculum (0.074) (0.179) (0.084)

Log(population density) 0.057*** 0.030 0.080* -0.014 0.226* -0.038 0.086**

(0.018) (0.029) (0.048) (0.057) (0.132) (0.051) (0.035)

Noise Controls Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Test Private=Aut. gov. (p-

value) 0.012 0.438 0.303 0.964 0.023 0.503 0.192

Observations 1,020 146 140 284 88 92 270



Two questions seemed to explain ½ of the autonomy link:

• Accountability: how much the principal is accountable to 

institutional stakeholders such as external boards

• Leadership: how much the principal communicates a well 

articulated strategy for the school over the next five years

Autonomy: 50% of the benefits of autonomy link 

from principal leadership and accountability



Leadership vision

Accountability



Survey random sample of the population – e.g. 

sample all schools with 50+ pupils aged 15



Other studies – like Bohlmark, Gronqvist and 

Vlachos (2014) – find school principals matter

They look at about 800 Swedish schools under different 

principals finding large variations in performance


