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Debunking 

Technocratic Managerialism
We invited Stuart Rees to expose some of the dogma of technocratic managerialism and to spell out some ways of overcoming its effects. Stuart Rees is the Director of the Centre for Peace & Conflict Studies at the University of Sydney.

T

he words in this title need to be explained and I’ll begin with ‘managerialism’.  

Managerialism refers to a dogma that more should be done with less, that management can solve almost any problem, and that financial consideration should always take precedence over social ones. This last observation is apparent when managers talk about a healthy bottom-line to imply that the quality of people’s lives is of less importance than the responsibility of managers to balance their books. It is a view that reflects government policies which give far more attention to running an economy than to producing a fair society. One of the world’s arch managerialists – Margaret Thatcher – said there was no such thing as ‘society’, only individuals. 

The term ‘technocratic’ refers to a straight-line way of thinking, sometimes called ‘linear’, or ‘logical’ or, most persuasively, ‘ rational’. The use of computers to record and bolster such ways of thinking is both a means and an end. Computers can be used to record any amount of information and the very recording is sometimes counted as a form of efficiency. It doesn’t seem to matter whether the information recorded is of no use to anyone or has no real effect on the quality of services. When sitting at a computer becomes an end in itself, little else seems to matter if an image of order and tidyness is achieved. It may not matter if the lives of vulnerable people continue to be extremely difficult as long as a feeling of efficiency has been achieved in the manager’s office – records are in order, regulations can be downloaded, and an atmosphere of rational management prevails. Even if there is a mismatch between the management’s perceptions and the lives of people for whom they are making decisions, the culture of the technocratic managerialist age somehow manages to camouflage this state of affairs. It is a bit like a politician caught out by evidence which shows that asylum seekers did not throw their children overboard but the politician insists it did happen and his words can still be trusted.  

‘Debunking’ is a means of exposing this mismatch. It means being skeptical, persistent with questions and never taking official views for granted. Official views such as ‘there are not enough resources’, ‘care in the community is efficient’, and ‘we’ll have to cut back’ are promoted by management. To debunk those views is to ask why they are being promoted and how they can be justified. To be skeptical is to show the qualities of a good researcher and the best ‘researchers’ into the lives of people living with disabilities are often the people themselves, their families and those who work with them. The views of citizens or clients often sit in complete contrast to the technocratic managerialist line. To enable professionals and their managers to respond energetically and imaginatively to citizens’ needs and demands, carefully assembled and well-publicised accounts of people’s experiences are needed. 

If we are being critical it must not appear as though we are being as fundamentalist or inflexible as the managers who are the target of our questions. I am not throwing the baby out with the bathwater. I support management which is judged ‘good’ because it does not 

take an official point of view and is able to be self-critical, or even laugh at itself. Being a creative and imaginative human being is of far more value than hiding behind computers and other office paraphernalia. Fundamentalist managerialists are usually long winded, unapproachable and very boring. But if I am not to sound like a hypocrite by being long winded myself, let me finish with a few points as to how to combat the impersonal attitudes conveyed by the latest breed of managerialists. I don’t usually like check-lists but I’ll risk it this time.  

· Insist that managers and their technology only exist to serve the public. 

· Keep a dated record – with comments about the specific context – of the day-to-day experiences of living, and of the impact of services on those experiences. Check your record against official management claims.

· Never be intimidated by officials’ insistence as to what the Rules say. Rules and officials are usually here today and gone tomorrow. 

· Always be skeptical of the management claim that more can be done with less because there are insufficient resources to go around – that story is as old as the hills. The main issue is usually about the fair distribution of resources, not the absolute total of money available.

· Remember your humanness, your humour, your love, compassion, energy and imagination and insist that professionals of all kinds, and managers in particular, should be evaluated according to these criteria of humanity.

· Insist that any kind of technology for keeping records and for aiding decision-making is only a means to an end. We should never be slaves to this technology. It should be made to work for us. 

· Remember that the use of impersonal and inflexible management techniques are in effect promoting a form of violence which is unacceptable. The very personal celebration of humanity and the creativity which is inherent in that celebration is the goal to aim at. It is the way to train professionals, administrators, and volunteers. It is the way to ensure that we will never be suffocated by the fumes of an invisible but controlling managerialism.  
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