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Long history of work on management e.g. Walker (1887)



Francis Walker (1840-1897), founding President of the 

American Economic Association

Walker ran the 1870 and 1880 Census

Based on this Walker wrote his 1887 paper “On 

the Source of Business Profits” published in the 

first volume of the QJE.

It claimed management was the major source of 

performance differences across US firms.



But there is still a wide debate around a variety of empirical 

management topics

“No potential driving factor of 

productivity has seen a higher ratio 

of speculation to empirical study”.

Chad Syverson (2011, Journal of 

Economic Literature) 



So recently a move towards building large management datasets



Indeed, we should celebrate 21 years of research (the 

research project can now legally drink in America)

World Management Survey 2002-2023



1) World Management Survey 

2) India Management Field Experiment

3) Measuring Strategy

4) Improving management



Based on work with Renata Lemos (World Bank), Raffaella Sadun (Harvard), 

Daniela Scur (Cornell) & John Van Reenen (MIT)



World Management Survey has covered >20,000 firms in 35 countries



1) Developing management questions

• McKinsey scorecard for 18 monitoring, targets & people practices

• ≈45 minute phone interview of senior (e.g. division) managers 

2) Getting firms to participate in the interview

• Introduced as management interview, no financials

• Official Endorsement: Bundesbank, Riksbank, World Bank, BOJ etc. 

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

• Interviewers do not know the company’s performance (e.g. Smith Plastics)

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

Survey methodology (Bloom & Van Reenen, 2007, QJE)



Survey team in 2006 – World Management Survey



1) Developing management questions

• McKinsey scorecard for 18 monitoring, targets & people practices

• ≈45 minute phone interview of senior (e.g. division) managers 

2) Getting firms to participate in the interview

• Introduced as management interview, no financials

• Official Endorsement: Bundesbank, Riksbank, World Bank, BOJ etc. 

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

• Interviewers do not know the company’s performance (e.g. Smith Plastics)

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

Survey methodology (Bloom & Van Reenen, 2007, QJE)



Some typical endorsement letters



1) Developing management questions

• McKinsey scorecard for 18 monitoring, targets & people practices

• ≈45 minute phone interview of senior (e.g. division) managers 

2) Getting firms to participate in the interview

• Introduced as management interview, no financials

• Official Endorsement: Bundesbank, Riksbank, World Bank, BOJ etc. 

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

• Interviewers do not know the company’s performance (e.g. Sven Plastics)

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

Survey methodology (Bloom & Van Reenen, 2007, QJE)



Score (1): Measures 

tracked do not 

indicate directly if 

overall business 

objectives are being 

met. Many 

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?”

Note: All 18 questions & 50+ examples in http://worldmanagementsurvey.org/

http://worldmanagementsurvey.org/


Examples of performance metrics – Car Plant



Examples of performance metrics – Retail/Tech (Ctrip)



Examples of monitoring: hotels



Examples of performance metrics – Heathrow T5



Not all firms have visible metrics – many do not (Indian textile firm)



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?”

Note: All 18 questions & 50+ examples in http://worldmanagementsurvey.org/

http://worldmanagementsurvey.org/


Examples of performance reviews – Retail Bank



Five Basic Facts
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1) Wide spread of management across countries

Average Management Scores, Manufacturing Firms
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2) Wide spread of management within countries



Management score decile (worst=1, best=10)
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3) Management highly correlated with just about every conceivable performance 

measure – productivity, growth etc



Well managed firms also using more advanced technology

Management score decile (worst=1, best=10)



4) Management highly correlated with lower energy use
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5) Public sector (schools and hospitals) tend to be worse than the 

private sector (manufacturing and retail) – particularly on incentives

Schools
Hospitals

Manufacturing

Distribution for set of same 14 questions in the US



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



MY FAVOURITE QUOTES:

The bizarre

Interviewer: “[long silence]……hello, hello….are you still there….hello”

Production Manager: “…….I’m sorry, I just got distracted by a submarine

surfacing in front of my window”



1) World Management Survey 

2) India Management Field Experiment

3) Measuring Strategy

4) Improving management



Also running field experiments on management



Took 28 large textile plants near Mumbai and randomized into 

treatment (improved management) & control (unchanged)



Inventory Control: Before



Inventory Control: After



Factory operations: Before



Factory operations: After



Spare parts: Before



Stores: After



Factory information: Before



Factory information: After
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These simple management improvements increased productivity by 

20% within one year alone

Control plants

Treatment plants

Weeks after the start of the management experiment
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Source: Bloom, Eifert, Mahajan, McKenzie & Roberts, (2013) Quarterly Journal of Economics



1) World Management Survey 

2) India Management Field Experiment

3) Measuring Strategy

4) Improving management



So far focused on two sub-parts of management





Developing a Strategy Survey

• No existing “best practice” in strategy decision making

• Iterated to determine relevant areas of interest

- Literature review

- Focus group with friendly CEOs

- Pilot



Survey Content – run in ≈45 minute phone interview on CEOs

Strategy 

Formalization

Strategy 

Development

Strategy 

Implementation

How deliberate 

and distinct are 

firms’ strategies?

How do CEOs 

come up with 

strategic ideas and 

how do they 

choose among 

alternatives?

How are strategies 

executed and how 

do CEOs learn 

from strategy 

outcomes?



Scoring Formalization Practices



Scoring Development Practices



Scoring Implementation Practices

Figure 1 (continued): 

Strategy Practices 

scoring grid



Wide variation (much like monitoring and HR management scores



Larger and faster growing firms higher strategy scores

Note: The Structured Strategy Process score is an unweighted average of the score for each of the 14 strategy questions, where each question is

normalized to have zero mean and standard deviation of one. Employment is measured as the number of full-time employees at the company.



Business Education Matters



A Discontinuous Change in the Curriculum

 

33 

 

Appendix 4: Changes in the HBS Strategy Curriculum*  

 

Business Policy I Course Description (1982) Business Policy I Course Description (1983) 

Business Policy is the study of the functions 
and responsibilities of general management 
and the problems which affect the character 

and success of the total enterprise.  The 

problems of policy in business have to do with 

the choice of purposes, the molding of 

organizational character, the definition of 

what needs to be done, and the mobilization of 
resources for the attainment of goals in the 

face of competition or adverse circumstances. 

 

In Business Policy, the problems considered 

and the point of view assumed in analyzing and 

dealing with them are those of the chief 
executive officer or general manager whose 

primary responsibility is the enterprise as a 
whole.  Cases are drawn from companies of 

various sizes and industries.  The purpose of 

instruction is to develop in students a general 
management point of view rather than a 

specialist or departmental orientation.  

Business Policy builds upon and integrates the 

total work of the school. 

Business Policy I is a course about 

competition.  It examines the competitive 
forces in industries, and the way in which 

companies can create and sustain 
competitive advantage through strategy.  

Reflecting a company's competencies, 

competitive strategy is a set of goals and 

integrated policies in each functional area that 

define how the company will compete in an 

industry, taking the point of view of the 

enterprise as a whole.  A major theme of the 

Business Policy I is than an acute 
understanding of competitive forces will 

allow companies to shape competition in their 

favor. 

 

The primary focus of Business Policy I is on 

competitive strategy in the industry 
environment, the primary arena in which 
competitive advantage is either won or lost.  
Government's effect on competition is 

examined both domestically and 

internationally.  The course also considers how 

competitive advantage may be enhanced 

through the combination of business units in a 

multibusiness company, an important task in 

corporate strategy.  Cases are drawn from a 

wide variety of U.S. and global industries 

illustrating the range of competitive situations 

companies face.  In its concern with how a 

total enterprise can be related to its 
environment, Business Policy I aims to 

integrate the work of other functional courses. 

… 

 

*Emphasis Added 

Note: Following Porter’s overhaul of the Business Policy I course in 1983, it was renamed 

“Competition and Strategy” in 1986. 

formalization

implementation



1) World Management Survey 

2) India Management Field Experiment

3) Measuring Strategy

4) Improving management



Three broad themes defined as “good management”

(1): No, process 

improvements are 

made when 

problems occur. 

(3): Improvements are made 

in one week workshops 

involving all staff, to improve 

performance in their area of 

the plant

(5): Exposing problems in a structured 

way is integral to individuals’ 

responsibilities and resolution occurs as 

a part of normal business processes 

rather than by extraordinary effort/teams

Monitoring: information collection and improvement



Three broad themes defined as “good management”

Targets: relevant, binding and undestandable

Score (1): Top 

management's 

main focus is on 

short term targets . 

(3): There are short and 

long-term goals for all 

levels of the 

organization. As they are 

set independently, they 

are not necessarily 

linked to each other

(5): Long  term goals 

are translated into 

specific short term 

targets so that short 

term targets become a 

"staircase" to reach long 

term goals 



Three broad themes defined as “good management”

Incentives: strong rewards, and rapid retraining/exit

(1): Poor 

performers are 

rarely removed 

from their 

positions 

(3): Suspected poor 

performers stay in a position 

for a few years before action is 

taken 

(5): We move poor 

performers out of the 

company or to less critical 

roles as soon as a 

weakness is identified



At the end of the survey we asked:

“Excluding yourself, how well managed would you say your firm is on a 

scale of 1 to 10, where 1 is worst practice, 5 is average and 10 is best 

practice”

So why don’t badly managed firms improve – many are not aware
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…and found firms are way too optimistic on management

“Average”



…and self-scores show no link to performance
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What Policies Could Help Firms to Improve?



Argentina

Australia

Brazil

Canada

Chile

China

Colombia

Ethiopia

France

Germany

Ghana

Great Britain

Greece

India

Italy

Japan

Kenya

Mexico

Mozambique

Myanmar

New Zealand

Nicaragua

Nigeria

Northern Ireland
Poland

Portugal

Republic of Ireland

Singapore

Spain

Sweden

Tanzania

Turkey

United States

Vietnam

Zambia

2
2

.5
3

3
.5

0 50 100 150 200
World Bank Doing Business Rank (1=easiest)

M
a
n

a
g

e
m

e
n

t 
p

ra
c
ti

c
e
s

Note: Management scores for the 15,454 interviews in the WMS survey plotted against the World Bank’s 2005 doing business

“Ease of Doing Business” rank, where 1 is best and 189 is worst. See http://www.doingbusiness.org/rankings. Smaller and larger

firms in China, Nigeria and Mozambique have been re-stratified in order to balance the sampling frame.

1) Light regulations and open competitive markets

http://www.doingbusiness.org/rankings


Management score
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2) Support foreign multinationals



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 scores after controlling for country, industry and number of employees. Data from 9085 manufacturers and 658 retailers. “Founder 

owned , founder CEO” firms are those still owned and managed by their founders. “Family firms” are those owned by descendants of the founder 

“Dispersed shareholder” firms are those with no shareholder with more than 25% of equity, such as widely held public firms.

Management score (by ownership type)

3) Support professional managers (not oldest sons and grandsons)
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Notes: Data from 14,686 interviews. 

Created May 2015. Source: 

www.worldmanagementsurvey.com

http://www.worldmanagementsurvey.com/


Sample of 8,032 manufacturing and 647 retail firms. 
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4) Strong education and training system



Raise a toast to good management

- Management is a huge driver of firm and country performance

- Operations, HR and strategy all drive growth and profits

- Help firms by making markets open, competitive and educate employees

A win-win for society: faster growth, lower pollution & happier employers

…quotes



Interviewer : “Do you offer acute care?”

Switchboard: “Yes ma’am we do”

The challenges of running surveys 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”



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 Britain

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”



More research, policy briefs & media available here 

www.worldmanagementsurvey.com

http://www.worldmanagementsurvey.com/
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