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In “The Strategy Paradox”, a book published in 2007 and written by Michael Raynor,
a consultant and co-author with Clayton Christensen of “"The Innovator’s Solution”,
the author says: “For my money, the most undeservedly ignored management
researcher of the modern era is Elliott Jaques (pronounced ‘Jacks’). The Canadian-
born psychologist’s work on the nature of hierarchy spans half a century and is based
on extensive field data on how people behave at work and how they feel about their
roles.”

Jaques (1917-2003) decided that jobs could be defined in terms of their time
horizon. For example, a director of marketing might be worried about marketing
campaigns for next year, while a salesman on the road is worried about reaching his
targets for the week. Jaques also believed that people had a “boss” and a “real boss”.
The boss was the person to whom they were nominally responsible, while the real
boss was the person to whom they turned to get decisions crucial to the continuation
of their work.

The sales manager in charge of a salesforce would not have a longer time horizon
than the people in his salesforce. So when a salesman wanted a decision on
something affecting his ability to deliver to his clients, he would go over the head of
the sales manager for that decision. Jaques called this “level skipping”, and identified
it as a dangerous pathology in any hierarchy.

He then looked at the time horizons of people, their bosses and their real bosses, and
he found that people with a time horizon of less than three months treated those
with a horizon of 3-12 months as their real bosses, and so on up the scale. He
identified seven different time horizons, from three months to 20 years, and argued
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that organisations, no matter
how complex, should have
seven levels of hierarchy, each
corresponding to a different
managerial time horizon.
Jaques’s theory has come to be
known as RO (requisite
organisation).

Much of Jaques’s work was
carried out in Britain. Although

a graduate of the University of
Toronto and the Johns Hopkins
Medical School in Baltimore, he
was a founding member of the
Tavistock Institute of Human
Relations in London, and much
of the research on which his
theories were based was

carried out at Glacier Metal
between 1948 and 1965. His first
important book, “The Changing Culture
of a Factory”, was about his research at
Glacier, and he subsequently wrote “"The
Glacier Project Papers” (1965) with the
company’s managing director, Wilfred
Brown.

Raynor and others have speculated as to
why Jaques has not been more widely
recognised for his achievement. One
suggestion is that neither he nor Brown
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It is never possible to tell from
an organisation chart just
who is manager of whom; in
effect, it is a wise manager
(or subordinate) who knows
his own subordinate (or
manager).

felt the work of management academics had scientific validity. So they never quoted
them, and the management academics returned the compliment. “The net impact
has been the isolation of this theory from the main dialogue on management and
organisations,” speculates one commentator.

Notable publications

“The Changing Culture of a Factory”, Tavistock Publishing, 1951

“Measurement of Responsibility: A Study of Work, Payment and Individual Capacity”,
Tavistock Publishing, 1956; reprint, Heinemann Educational, 1972

“A General Theory of Bureaucracy”, Heinemann, 1976; reprint, Gower, 1986

“In Praise of Hierarchy”, Harvard Business Review, 1990
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