
by Henry M. Boettinger

If, as many have argued, management really is an art, if leadership entails more than analytic and statistical skills, it would
make sense for businessmen to look at the creative and performing arts to learn something about their own endeavors. The
author investigates what he sees as three indispensable aspects of the artistic process—craft, vision, and communication. Just
as artists need to master their crafts, business managers need to perfect their skills in dealing with people and in expressing
themselves verbally; just as artists need visions and passion to realize them, managers need imagination and audacity to
redesign their organizations; and just as great masters communicate their visions, great leaders inspire those who work for
them. To complete this process, managers as well as artists need constructive criticism and models to emulate. Thus one of
the obligations of top management is to teach and guide. The author concludes that for its own survival, business should take
on the responsibility of nurturing its own leaders.

Having written two HBR articles already (the last one being “Technology in the Manager’s Future,” November–December 1970),
Mr. Boettinger is not new to our pages. The following article was adapted from a lecture delivered in 1974 to the Oxford Centre
for Management Studies, Oxford University, where he is a visiting fellow. Mr. Boettinger is director of corporate planning at the
American Telephone & Telegraph Company.

In sheer banality, few statements exceed the assertion that management is an art. Grizzled managerial veterans sometimes
shout it to silence insolent or overeager newcomers who brandish shiny scientific methods during decision-making sessions.
On happier occasions, appreciative observers use it to explain unexpected success, when chance and the probability of
failure surrender to competence and nerve. And who could deny that such a platitude is in some way descriptive of
experience? Surely no sensible person would say that management is not an art. Perhaps if one takes the comparison of
management to art seriously, he will find that it has some important implications for modern managerial practice.

Over the past few years, I have sought out successful practitioners and teachers in some endeavors recognized as
arts—musical performance, ballet, painting, sculpture, architecture, writing, surgery, cooking, and certain sports of the
individual type like fencing and horsemanship. My purpose was to see if they have some attributes in common that could be
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applied to the teaching and practice of management.

All the statements about art that I have gathered come out something like this: art is the imposition of a pattern, a vision of a
whole, on many disparate parts so as to create a representation of that vision; art is an imposition of order on chaos. The artist
has to have not only the vision that he or she wants to communicate but also the skills or craft with which to present the
vision. This process entails choosing the correct art form and, within that art form, the correct technique. In good art, the result
is a blending of vision and craft that involves the viewer, reader, or listener without requiring that he separate the parts in
order to appreciate the whole.

We all know people who have vision but no skill in implementing it; we call them dreamers. In the arts they are the habitués of
cafés who constantly talk about “work in progress” that is never completed. Others we know possess highly honed skills but
no visions to work on. Their melancholy lament identifies them: “If only I had an idea, what a story I could write!” or “If only I
knew what top management really wants me to do!” Those without ideas are hacks who grind out potboilers according to
worn-out formulas. We can learn nothing from them except what to avoid. In any enterprise both dreamers and technicians,
regardless of their level, are condemned to ineffectiveness.

To see how this distinction relates to management, we shall examine two qualities good artists have—competence (technical
skill) and imagination (the facility of mind to arrive at visions). By combining these qualities, a leader, like an artist, can
communicate his visions and create a response in those around him.

‘Criticism Comes Easier than Craftsmanship’: Pliny the Elder

Surgical instruments, brushes, chisels, swords, reins, spatulas, or ballet shoes are never used properly when given to a true
novice, even if he has great talent. Intuition alone is insufficient for even amateur performance. In the arts, the proper use of
tools evolves after years of innumerable mistakes and a few precious successes. Artists create instruments to meet needs as
they arise and perfect methods of use by trial and error. These methods are handed down from teacher to pupil and are
virtually never arrived at instinctively or without practice. There are no short cuts to developing a skill. It is not exaggerating to
say that professional techniques are nearly always anti-instinctive and that every master once had his instincts broken in for
disciplined service.

In the management of complex affairs like politics and government, unprepared practitioners often intervene and cause
misdirected, though well-intentioned, results. This may account for Jay Forrester’s law: “Any intuitive alteration of a complex
system will cause it to become worse off.”1 Most of us would not be comfortable using intuition to operate an atomic reactor, a
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submarine, or an airplane. We might tremble if asked to remove a brain tumor, direct a symphony, jump a horse, or prepare a
state dinner.

All these activities are, however, far less complicated than successfully launching a new economic policy, introducing new
technology to an entire industry, or properly restructuring an institution’s organization to meet new markets and demands. Yet
these are things that managers are expected to be able to do well, rapidly, and almost immediately. Are companies making
sure that their managers are masters of the best available techniques before they are called on to carry out tasks that are
fraught with grave human, political, and social consequences? I doubt it. Acquiring technique is essential to having
competence.

Management’s materials

Most artists use materials whose nature must be known in depth to produce the best work. Musical instruments, for example,
are complex in their construction and difficult to manipulate. Each material has its own strengths and weaknesses, and the
true craftsman knows its limitations and how to work with it so that it does not resist his efforts. The manager’s materials are
human talents, including his own. The core of his job is to accomplish grand purposes through human efforts. The French
author and politician Jean-Jacques Servan-Schreiber sums up the idea: “Management is the art of arts because it is the
organizer of talent.”

Organizing others’ talents

We may ask how a manager acquires a master’s knowledge of his materials. Like an architect wishing to transcend the limits
of previous construction methods, he must study the nature of his materials and experiment with their possibilities. If a
manager believes all people in his charge to be homogeneous material that can be shaped into any form by the chisels of
marketplace pressures, he has a very primitive outlook on motivation. With nineteenth century overseers and captains of
shanghaied crews, he shares a policy based on the knout.

No doubt some managers can deal with people in this way, but the techniques of their management art are as unperfected as
their philosophy is barbaric. Today, managers with such an outlook are akin to architects designing houses without knowing
the stress limits of their materials. They can survive only in relatively isolated enclaves of society. Those who manage others
need a knowledge and appreciation of motivation, which requires a far deeper understanding of human beings as individuals
than brandishing the lash does.
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But how does a business teach a manager to deal with subordinates, particularly with seasoned veterans, whose activity is
essential to the organization’s growth? At the very least, he should be instructed to avoid antagonizing them unnecessarily, as
political leaders new to office so often do. An organization’s management is like a knife whose cutting edge is imagination but
whose momentum is derived from the mass of experience and effort of the personnel behind that edge. Both edge and mass
are needed to make the knife cut. The adjectives “dull” and “sharp” are not unknown in appraising overall managerial
effectiveness.

A manager must understand not only the persons in his own organization, but also the drives, anxieties, and reactions of
those beyond the perimeter of his control—stockholders, customers, competitors, and government officials. Our knowledge of
management “material” is both tentative and limited. This lack of knowledge is one reason why waves of fashion in new
manipulation and motivation methods sweep over us from time to time.

In other arts, the masters of skill assign a large role to learning from error and practice. Fencing and riding masters physically
punish their pupils for deviating from proper form and often use ridicule to correct lapses in concentration. One master
believes that skill in these two arts can only be developed to the highest level under the harshest conditions of military
discipline. He said, “It’s remarkable how a few days of reflection on his errors in the guardhouse can cause someone to keep
his heels down and his elbows in.”

We certainly cannot use military discipline in management, but errors could be seen as opportunities for the teacher to direct
future practice and training. In the arts, such training progresses in gradual steps, from simple elements to more complex
maneuvers, each to be thoroughly learned before going on to new levels. All masters know that if an area of fundamental skill
is neglected, it will ultimately plague all future work and cause serious flaws in performance. A fencer whose disengage
riposte is never developed is as limited in the way he can maneuver in a match as a manager is who realizes he does not
know how to deal with people. His energies go into protecting that weakness rather than into developing a better strategy.

Companies’ management training schemes, however, seldom leave room for the gradual process of learning. Consequently,
there are many people, some in high positions, who are deficient in even an elementary understanding of the importance of
human relations. And when ill-prepared persons have to deal with areas in which they are weak, for instance, accounting
methods and sophisticated management information systems, their lack of human skills is even more crucial than their lack of
quantitative ones. The gaps in their training place continual stress on their subordinates.

It need not be this way. Few persons can learn anything faster than managers faced with real problems. But they must be
willing to suspend their status as hierarchs and to assume the humbler status of students under competent teachers. For
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insecure, second-rate people, this produces a social problem of which first-rate people are, happily, not even aware. A
company wishing to give a good education in management always provides ways to minimize this potentially neurotic friction.

One final point relative to training in competence in the arts is that only someone who can actually perform in an art is
qualified to teach it. There is no question that constructive criticism from an informed bystander is helpful; actors, for instance,
can learn a great deal about human motivation from psychiatrists. Nevertheless, this kind of procedure is different from the
one an actor goes through to show another how to express human feelings.

This kind of apprenticeship in the art of management is more difficult to complete than is apprenticeship in the other arts.
Dancers, actors, painters, and musicians usually arrive at the master’s studio at a tender age and have high motivation to
keep presenting themselves for the harsh selection process.

Not so in management. Few managers have had childhood visions of becoming managers, and usually it is not until later in
life after preparing for other professions that they discover a talent or interest in management.

The “late-blooming” managers suffer because of the general attitude companies have toward taking responsibility for
management training. Not one member of the New York Philharmonic Orchestra expects the management of the orchestra to
help him develop his skills on his instrument. That is entirely up to him, and he knows his reputation as a musician is totally
dependent on his performance ability. Intention, potential, and aspiration have no place or weight in his appraisal. How well
he can play is what counts, not how well he might play with further training. In the music world, a chasm separates the
first-rate from the second-rate, and everyone not only knows it but accepts it.

The difference between the orchestra and the corporation is that the individual musician has had a teacher, and probably will
have one, all his life. The teacher has responsibility for the performance. In a corporation, the student manager has to learn
his art in an environment where the goals are always changing and from a hierarchy that sees his development as his own
affair.

To learn the art of management entirely on one’s own is impossible, even in a master-student relationship. Higher managers
must, therefore, assume some responsibility for the training of those who will succeed them and who are currently
subordinate to them. There is an apparent perversity in the obligation to assist others to destroy, or at least to make obsolete,
one’s current operational vision, and yet that is the noble imperative for the best teachers of management.

To make one’s subordinates into mere carbon copies of oneself and to embrace selection methods which make that easy
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betrays the future growth of any enterprise or institution. When asked by a bright pupil, “When should I discontinue my
lessons from you?” a wise painting master replied, “When your pictures begin to look like copies of mine.” We all know of
leaders so dominant that their subordinates try to emulate their every act. Lacking the master’s genius, they succeed only in
copying his faults and producing parodies of his accomplishments. This is why the history of art is marked by great
breakthroughs of genius that become worn-out or stylized by the school they have created. This stagnation sets up conditions
for the emergence of a new vision of greatness to arrest the previous decline. The aphorism “Nothing fails like success,”
coined by William Inge, dean of St. Paul’s, finds its roots in situations like these.

Lord Raglan, that unfortunate military leader during the Crimean War, said that when faced with a problem he always asked
himself, “What would the Duke of Wellington have done?” I submit that the thought of imitating someone else never crossed
the duke’s mind. Instead, he asked himself, “What will my enemy do?” That is the approach of a great leader to all conflict
situations, from battles to competition for markets. The leader uses his imagination for strokes of genius geared to the
present; the imitator perverts his imagination by trying to find the right action for conditions long consigned to the dustbin of
history. The results of both attitudes are predictable and deserved.

I submit two propositions:

When the tools and materials of an art are inanimate, as in sculpture, or symbolic, as in accounting and music,
development is a personal responsibility.

When the materials of an art are others’ personalities, talents, and efforts, as in military, government, and business
management, personal development depends to some extent on those in overall charge. The education of its members
becomes a social responsibility of the institution itself, which it must assume to assure its own survival. Skills that good
managers ought to possess fall into this category.

Organizing one’s own talents

Written and oral expression, two skills a modern manager must command so as to be fully effective, can be improved by
proper training. In large organizations, reliance on discussion alone is extremely risky because each step in transmission
degrades the message. As a message passes through a hierarchy, rebounding from the prejudices, anxieties, and vested
interests of each receiver, it can become unrecognizable to its originator. The ability to speak before groups of varied size,
from 3 to 3,000, is also needed. It is scandalous that there are managers inept at this most ancient tool of leadership. Part of
this skill is the ability to engage in conference dialogue and to present ideas and programs. By saving time and clarifying
issues, making even slight progress in articulating ideas in the echelons below top management could amplify the
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decisiveness of an organization.

What do business leaders do now to remedy such deficiencies? Very little. They seem to assume that managers can pick up
these skills quickly and easily or that specialists in writing and presentations can be hired whenever needed. A few managers
do have natural gifts in these areas, but most do not. The idea that hired hands can express a manager’s true thinking in his
own style is a trap executives of every level fall into. It is akin to having a hireling turn what Mozart hums into musical notation
and orchestration. It might sound like music, but it would not be Mozart.

In any truly creative work, both the concept and the striving for its expression interact and amplify each other. If a manager
does not undergo the discipline necessary to express his vision in clear prose or persuasive speech, the realization of the
vision could suffer. Fuzzy expression hides loose thinking, which can be disastrous when coupled with authority and
responsibility.

‘The Painter’s Brush Consumes his Dreams’: William Butler Yeats

Visions spring from contemplation of problems, events, and possibilities; the realization of visions requires passion and action.
A manager may take either of two attitudes toward his problems: he can see them as isolated puzzles to be solved
independently of each other, or he can see them as connected puzzles to be solved by redesigning.

The management sciences necessarily adopt the first of these approaches, but the management arts require the second. This
leads us to inquire about what we may learn from the arts in arriving at those “good” visions that are the sine qua non of every
masterwork of art—or of management.

Management’s visions

In his Holism and Evolution, Jan Christiaan Smuts, the South African statesman and philosopher, wrote, “A whole, which is
more than the sum of its parts, has something internal, some inwardness of structure and function, some specific inner
relation, some internality of character or nature that constitutes that more.”2 This is obvious in things like poetry, painting, or
music, where single units of words, pigments, or tones are combined to produce a pattern that does not exist in the units
themselves. In Smuts’s terms, that pattern is something more, and it is more vital than any assembly of units, however large,
that lacks such a pattern.

Much as a curious child disassembles a clock into its constituent gears, spindles, and springs, analysis breaks wholes into
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smaller and smaller pieces for examination in isolation. Most of the great advances in science have followed this procedure
—elucidation of finer and finer detail with more and more powerful instruments of observation. But analysis can be done only
on something that already exists, and for it to exist, there has to be some relation among the parts, almost as if someone had
designed it. For instance, a truly creative scientist is one who has a vision of what the separate things he observes might
constitute. His “science” is a way of proving his “art.”

Every artist attempts to produce cohesive patterns by selecting, rejecting, and relating the various components available to
him to express his vision. Every manager also deals with such designs; some he has inherited, some he struggles to express,
some he loathes, and others are still unknown and appear only as early tremors of imagination.

Without recognition of the central role of imagination and individual performance in the management art, the subject of
management as an academic discipline would become mere elementary science pedagogy—all analysis and no synthesis.
Unfortunately, minds trained to carry out effective syntheses and to make the necessary judgments for general management
are still in short supply.

Without that clear vision that underlies all good art, the manager’s components are merely isolated bits and pieces. As with
the other arts, there are no objective criteria by which the manager can judge whether one arrangement is superior to another.
The criteria he uses to select a configuration are subjective. Each criterion is weighted by his personal prejudice, belief,
tradition, and temperament. He builds and destroys every time he makes rearrangements of his possibilities, much as any
artist does in composing, painting, or sculpting.

A conference of top executives selecting personnel to head a set of lower units is akin to a crew of fresco painters, each of
whom adds his stroke to finish the picture that will be viewed as a whole. As it is for the artist, every move the executive makes
is a compromise between the vision he has and the limits of the materials available to him. This constant tension between
vision and possibility accounts for the maxim “Great works of art are never finished; they are abandoned.” Later, when their
project cuts its way through the tangle of disasters and successes to a conclusion, others can analyze whether or not the
right actions were initiated, the best people selected, or the correct information used.

By placing this emphasis on vision as a product of the imagination, I do not mean to imply that the process is totally
uninfluenced by experience. The ability to form visions can be nurtured by the sort of education that encourages audacity and
experimentation yet provides constructive criticism and models to follow.

Learning from experience

Is Management Really an Art? - Harvard Business Review http://hbr.org/1975/01/is-management-really-an-art/ar/pr

8 of 12 12/21/2011 12:45 PM



Managers can learn from critiques of success and failure, but such criticism is useful only to the extent that it helps them
produce a better vision the next time around. Sometimes a leader’s awareness of tactics that fail makes it difficult for him to
tolerate any design other than one that will maintain a state of equilibrium. This pursuit of the status quo can either mark a
consolidation stage in which many radical changes are finally digested or signal the beginning of an institution’s decline.

If a manager loses heart and does not follow any dream or vision, the organization is doomed. But it often takes courage and
an audacious self-confidence to maintain one’s course. At the onset of his deafness, Beethoven said, “I will take fate by the
throat.” While not given to such vivid metaphors, every manager worth his salt must sometimes embrace the same attitude
when he faces an overwhelming problem or opportunity.

I once asked a ballet teacher if she could tell which students would become expert performers. “Yes, and usually after a few
sessions,” she answered. “Most all who come here have fine bodies and good coordination, and they quickly learn the
positions in the book sense. But first-class work can only be done by those who can shed their inhibitions. Those who
constantly worry about how they look and what people will think or who hold themselves back out of fear of appearing
ridiculous will never make it. I try to help those who are merely timid, and I have a little success, but inhibition is the most
difficult obstacle of all. Some have ‘it’; some don’t. I don’t pretend to understand it, even though I can recognize it quickly.”

The ballet mistress articulated what most of us recognize as the debilitating effects of self-consciousness. Experienced
managers know the same phenomenon; men and women of superb credentials turn in mediocre work, and others far less
equipped, on paper, produce results of surprisingly high quality. Audacity and self-confidence are not the same as rashness;
a healthy self-confidence is based on developed and tested powers of thought and action, not on nervous compulsion to do
anything at all except think. Audacity builds on previous challenges and successes, in which confidence has been reinforced
by every step forward and each problem addressed is one of increased difficulty.

This kind of reinforced experience constitutes the value of veterans in military units. Confident and seasoned, the veterans
stiffen the resolve of green troops and furnish nuclei around which the troops’ confidence can build. Using the veterans as
models, the young troops learn how to respond in action. Without such models, the first noises of combat can trigger
uncontrollable panic.

Learning from models

In the arts, teachers draw their students’ attention to models, to great works by master artists. In fact, the urge to join such
pantheons motivates the highly talented to their greatest efforts far more than does the prospect of economic gain. The
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memoirs of successful practitioners nearly always indicate that they were influenced, usually at an early age, by great men
and women who advanced their field and by examples of masterpieces encountered in museums or libraries.

Following the maxim that youth needs models far more than it does critics is sound advice for attracting talent. One almost
searches in vain, however, for good biographies of great managers. I believe there is an unworked mine of profound
inspirational value in the stories of those who have made great contributions to the art of management. How else can our
young people be attracted by worthy motives to this calling? Statesmen are nurtured on Plutarch; soldiers study the great
captains; painters, poets, musicians, and writers follow the lofty standards set by their idols.

In comparison, neophytes to the art of management are badly served. Most histories of enterprise are dreary chronicles that
carry a whiff of official committee approval and are more likely to repel than attract the nascent manager in search of the
romance that abounds in the art of management. Every enterprise worth anything has begun as an adventure, and every one
in the future will do the same. Books and articles that let us rediscover purpose will not only inspire the young but will also
invigorate the cynical, who feel that their jobs have lost meaning.

Example is still the best teacher, and the only way to learn to see things as wholes (to attempt the art of design) and acquire
the requisite audacity is to watch how others do it or read about how they did it.

One of the most remarkable enterprises in history, by any standard, was the East India Company. The story of how merchant
adventurers fought for and gained tenuous footholds in trade and, through a series of advances led by men of genius,
governed the subcontinent as it took its place as a modern nation is hard to beat in fiction. Phillip Woodruff’s two volumes The
Men Who Ruled India3 set it all down in a compelling narrative. Every page is rich in lessons for modern managers. I am still
astonished to know that, at its peak, the Indian civil service consisted of only 1,000 members; what a colorful and bold
collection they were! The incredibly early ages at which they were given enormous responsibilities and the unbounded energy
they applied to their shared vision make one humble when comparing current business practice in these matters.

I do not intend to develop this theme of the men who ruled India except in two regards: their attitudes toward training and their
quest for excellence in performance. In the early days of the Indian civil service, the tutelage of new members (most of them
in their late teens) was that of associating with an elder brother who instructed them in their duties. The mentor gave them
progressively difficult missions, extricated them when they were over their heads, wrote confidential reports on their progress,
and made recommendations for new assignments designed to develop strengths and eliminate weaknesses. As a tribal
leader might see to the survival of his tribe by ensuring that the training of its young men is adequate, the governor-general
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himself examined the progress reports on the young members of the civil service.

By 1800, the scope and depth of the company’s responsibilities called for nothing less than the creation and management of
an entire government apparatus. In 1806, the directors established what I believe to be the first institutions dedicated solely to
teaching the art of management—one at Fort William in India, another at Haileybury in England. The English school had a
distinguished faculty covering a broad curriculum, including Oriental languages, political economy, mathematics, science,
philosophy, history, and Asiatic literature. The school lasted until 1858, when it closed after transfer of the company’s
responsibilities to the Crown.

It is not surprising that the managers of the East India Company became leaders and governors of India. The minute-
in-council of Lord Wellesley,4 who set up the Fort William school, contains lessons for all managers and leaders. According to
him, the school’s purpose was “to establish a just conformity between their personal considerations and the dignity and
importance of their public stations, and a sufficient correspondence between their qualifications and their duties” for those
men recruited in the company’s service. The school’s founders knew that the art of government could not be taught in a
lecture hall, but they also knew that turning a young man unprepared for the burdens of management into the chaos of raw
experience was not sensible. To them, education was necessary in order to benefit from experience.

The managers they trained therefore had skills and vision. But they also had the desire to communicate their purpose. And
here is the final parallel between management and art. An artist is judged by how well he communicates his purposes to the
viewer by reflecting his visions in his works of art. Similarly, in business the manager must be a leader who can communicate
his vision to his subordinates. Given a leader they can respect, even the old veterans will put backbone into a program of
action.

‘Genuine Poetry Can Communicate Before It Is Understood’: T.S. Eliot

A vision, however arrived at, demands realization in some concrete form. If the vision or its realization is faulty, we call the
result bad art—or bad management; if the realization is congruent with a good vision, we call it a masterpiece—or effective
management. The point is an obvious one: the source of good management is found in the imagination of leaders, persons
who form new visions and manifest them with a high degree of craft. The blending of vision and craft communicates the
purpose. In the arts, people who do that well are masters. In business, they are leaders.

Another contrast between the arts and the sciences is that they are apprehended in different ways. Whereas the benefits of
science can come to people secondhand, almost by report, the appreciation of art always personally involves the spectator.
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The artist, then, must engage and involve the viewer, listener, or reader in the work of art itself. For science to be understood,
there is no such condition.

At every level of management, from shop floor to board room, across the spectrum of our institutions, whether government,
business, education, armed forces, or the church, we need a rediscovery of the value of the individual imagination and a
rekindling of that passion for humane purposes which is the authentic light of leadership. To manage is to lead, and to lead
others requires that one enlist the emotions of others to share a vision as their own. If that is not an art, then nothing is.

1. Jay Forrester, Urban Dynamics (Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1969), p. 9.

2. New York, Viking Press, 1961, p. xii.

3. New York, St. Martin’s Press, 1954.

4. Asiatic Annual Register, 1802.

Mr. Boettinger is director of corporate planning at the American Telephone & Telegraph Company.
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