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THOSE WHO CAN'T,
CONSULT
by David Owen
Why do experienced executives pay millions for the
advice of young punks who've never run anything?

M

article-writing consultant advised me to begin this essay with an
attention-grabbing joke.
I can think of two: 1) a consultant
is someone who borrows your watch
to tell you the time; 2) a consultant
is someone who knows a hundred
ways to make love but doesn't know
any girls.
Nowadays you can hire a consultant to tell you whether or not you
ought to hire a consultant. Or, if
you already have a consultant, you
can hire another one to tell you
what to do with the first. For five
years now more top business school
graduates have gone into consulting
than into any other field. Masters
y
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of Business Administration who actually go to work administering
businesses are looked down on as
being a touch, well, proletarian.
The main problem with the American economy may be an excess of
advice. It almost goes without saying that there are relatively few
management consultants in Japan,
and that one of the biggest foreign
markets for American consulting
firms is Great Britain. But of course,
it isn't as simple as it sounds.
On the other hand, if you spend
time talking to management consultants, you notice that the sentence
"It isn't as simple as it sounds"
crops up often in their speech. Permit yourself a giggle while a consultant is describing his job and he
will quickly add, "But of course, it
isn't as simple as it sounds." Talk
some more, and you may begin to
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wonder.
Management consultants are people hired, at enormous expense, to
tell executive's how to run their
companies. i The advice they sell
can ~over ,anrthing f~?m what kind
of toilet paper to buy for employee
washrooms to whether or not top
management ought· to sell off a
struggling division and invest the
proceeds in an oil company. Like
life itself, cbnsulting firms gravitate
toward empty ecological niches.
When the economy began to sour a
few years ago, the A. T. Kearney
Co., one of the largestinanagement
.
consultancies in the: country, directed a chunk of its resources into
the thitherto unexploited field of
bankruptcy
consulting. -Yes, you
can't even go broke anymore without hiring a consultant.
Living, breathing
management
consultants tend to be recent graduates of big-name business schools,
especially Stanford and Harvard.
Image is everything in this business,
so competition for fancy diplomas
can be wicked. "Second year I
could have had a free meal every
day," boasted a well-fed recent
graduate, now a consultant with
McKinsey & Co., over a free meal
provided by this reporter. Starting
salary at a top consulting firm for a
twenty-four-year-old Stanford MBA
with good table manners and no
business
experience
approaches
$55,000, not including bonuses. (I
was told that at the Boston Consulting Group this year, some Harvard MBA s were offered a bonus
of $6,000 and an Apple computer
simply for signing with the firm.)
That anyone lin the world would
be willing' to pay that much for
someone who has never used a mail
room, much less worked in one,
suggests that there is more at work
here than the rational allocation of
human resources by the laws of
supply and demand.
The hottest field in management
consulting is called strategic planning. Strategic planning began as
a consulting fad twenty years ago
and today is an industry unto itself. A handful of consulting firms
-known
in the business as "strategy boutiques"-do
nothing but.
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A definition? "Strategic planning,"
says a young strategic planner
with a vintage 1978 Harvard MBA,
"is a process for developing a
product, which is the plans themselves, and a process, again, a monitoring process for ensuring that
those plans are implemented and
meet with the expectations, the
goals, the objectives, or the results
that were anticipated out of the
plans. In the sense that it is applied
in industry, it is several things. In
the sense that it is applied in the
consulting world, there were a number of semi proprietary tools and
techniques that are no longer really
proprietary at all, and a process of
getting that done in the most effective and efficient way possible."
Well, it isn't as simple as it
sounds.

HOUGH
younger than time
, itself, the management consulting business has been
with us for quite a while. It
began a century ago with the invention by Frederick Winslow Taylor of the time-and-motion study, a
method of analyzing the flow of
people and materials around a factory floor. "Taylorites" were trouble-shooting inspectors who roamed
production lines with stopwatches
and notepads, sleuthing mit pockets
of inefficiency. They were detail
men absorbed by the particular.
The first enduring American consulting firm was founded in 1886
by an MIT graduate named Arthur
D. Little. Little's field was chemistry, and he set up a lab in Boston to
test for impurities in shipments of
sugar and spices. His firm's consulting work remained mostly technical for decades, but gradually clients began to ask for general advice
as well. The professor's laboratory
changed with the changing times,
and today Arthur D. Little, Inc.
is the largest management consultancy in the world.
In the years since World War II,
the management consulting business
has been characterized by something
of a hula-hoop mentality. The fads
have come and gone. Businessmen
look on consulting schemes the way
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fatties look on gimmjpky diets: as
shortcuts to the good [ife. Why beat
your brains out wrestling with your
problems when you can hire someone who's got it all figured out?
While the original emphasis in consulting was on finite problems of a
technical nature, the focus gradually widened until today it can be said
to encompass almost anything. It is
revealing of the consultant's way of
thinking that "strategic planning," a
term so vague it defies most efforts
to define it, is referred to in the industry as a "specialty."
Vague or not, strategic planning
may be the sturdiest hula hoop consultants have yet devised. It was invented by a man named Bruce D.
Henderson, a twenty-two-year veteran of American industry who
founded
the Boston Consulting
Group in 1963. BCG's ticket to
fame and fortune was a concept
called the "experience curve," an
amalgam of older ideas, including
the learning curve, economies of
scale, and common sense. The experience curve revealed that the hundredth unit on a production line
would cost less to manufacture than
the first one did, and by a predictable amount. This is a fairly simple
concept (though not, of course, as
simple as it sounds). But in the
hands of a skillful MBA it is capable of almost limitless complication. BCG consultants used these
complications to sell and resell, for
large fees, the same basic advice:
the bigger your share of a given
market, the higher your profits will
be, since your elevated production
rate will enable you to move down
your experience curve (and hence
reduce your costs) faster than your
competitors. Market share became
the holy grail of American industry
in the 1970s.
Unfortunately for companies that
blindly accepted the emerging gospel, the experience curve proved
decidedly fallible. Like most consulting schemes, it was an attempt
to treat concrete
problems
as
though they were hypothetical situations, and the usual conflicts with
reality ensued. The curve, for example, was hard pressed to explain
the success of a company like Mer-

cedes-Benz, which turned a hefty
profit on a modest market share, or
to prescribe useful strategies for
companies that didn't fall into traditional categories. The experience
curve, in short, could mean as much
or as little as its practitioners
wanted it to, and while this vagueness proved fertile for consulting
firms, it sometimes bedeviled the
executives who applied it to their
real-life problems.
And so the experience curve fell
out of favor. But it gave birth
to other vendible concepts-or
"tools," as consultants call them, in
an effort to lend their calling a
hammer-and-nails
solidity. Among

Bruce D. Henderson oi the Boston Consulting Group: "l don't think oj strategy
as being anything but a buzz word."

the newer tools was the "product
portfolio," a colorful but innocuous-looking chart that depicts the
allocation of resources among the
divisions of a company. Take a
piece of paper and divide it into
quarters. In the upper left-hand
corner draw a star; _in the lower
left-hand corner draw a cow with a
bulging udder; in the lower righthand corner draw a dog; in the upper right-hand corner draw a question mark. This, friends, is a product
portfolio, also known as a growthshare matrix, and its meaning is as
follows: stars are divisions that use
a lot of cash but pay their way by
generating equivalent amounts; cash
cows are divisions that consume relatively little cash but generate great
amounts of it; dogs are divisions
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that eat cash for breakfast; question
marks are inscrutable gambles.
To a layman, a product portfolio
may seem as inscrutable as a question mark, but to a consultant it
can be a treasure trove of meaning. With the vertical axis representing market share and the horizontal axis representing
market
growth, the matrix is a handy device for depicting the size, type, and
quality (in terms of net cash generation) of the various products
a company makes. If a given company consists mostly of dogs (low'
growth, low market share), it's in
serious trouble. If it consists mostly
of cash cows (low growth, high
market share), it's fat and happy
for the moment, although it isn't
going anywhere. In the ideal configuration, the company's cash flows
are balanced, with contented. cows
financing risky question-marks, and
worthless dogs kept toa minimum.
As it is generally presented, the
matrix is a colorful array of different-sized circles that stops the
breath of executives when it's flashed
onto a slide screen. It can be used
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to illustrate why a client company
ought to fire a group of managers,
or attempt an unfriendly merger, or
unload an ailing division. It is, in
short, the philosopher's stone of
theconsultihg
business. And although the product portfolio has
suffered a loss of esteem in the years
since it was introduced, it and its'
numerous offspring are still favorite "tools" in strategic planning.

SO

WHAT is strategic Planning.?
Let's try again. Bruce D.
. Henderson: !'I don't think of
'. strategy as being anything but
a ·buzz word to indicate an area of
concern that you'd have a hard time
defining but that is clearly important to you."
During the early years of the Boston Consulting Group, concocting
strategic tools was less important
than attracting MBAs. As a young
and struggling firm, ~CG found it
impossible to hire the Harvard degrees it needed to certify.its legitimacy. Older consulting' firms, like
McKinsey & Co. and Booz, Allen &
Hamilton, Inc., were making off
with all the choice diplomas. So
Henderson and his lieutenants took
radical action and changed the
course of consulting history; they
decided to offer higher salaries than
anybody else. Business students
drooled appreciatively, and BCG
took off.
.
"For two or three years," Henderson says today, "we hired anyone we wanted. The Harvard faculty got up in arms because we were
paying starting MBAs twice as much
as they Were making as full professors. But we got the reputation
among all the MBAs of being the
most elite firm, and we got the reputation all over the United States of
having the best and smartest people
in the country."
As the market for strategy consulting began to heat up, some of
the dynamos on BCG's staff realized that they could grab a little
market, share for themselves. Thus
from time. to time BCG consultants
spun off to form consultancies of
their own. Most of the departures
were reasonably friendly-like
a
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proud mama, BCG published a list
of thirteen of her children in 1979
-but some were decidedly not.
In 1973, William W. Bain, r-.,
broke away from BCG to form Bain
and Company. Bain's case was
especially interesting because he,
like Bruce Henderson, had never
received an MBA. In fact, Bain
wasn't even remotely a businessman.
Before Henderson had hired him in
1967, he hac! been head of alumni
fund-raising at Vanderbilt University, where he had received his bachelor's degree in history and economics eight years before. BCG's other
partners thought Henderson was a
fool to hire him, since Bain clearly knew nothing about business, but
Henderson, himself a Vanderbilt
man, was impressed by Bain's charm
and easy manner in dealing with
important alumni, and he wanted to
put him in charge of running BCG's
conferences with executives.
Despite Bain's ignorance of finance-Henderson
claims to have
spent two hours on an airplane once
explaining to him what depreciation
is-the
former fund-raiser made a
meteoric ascent through BCG. In
no time at all he became a partner
and developed a reputation as the
firm's most effective salesman.
Bain left BCG with two other
partners, followed almost immediately by four more, and with at least
two important BCG clients, Texas
Instruments and Black & Decker.
Bain also took BCG's MBA-recruiting strategy, which he had helped
devise, and applied it with a vengeance. The firm quickly became
known as the most aggressive recruiter at the Harvard Business
School, where it concentrated most
of its recruiting efforts.
Bain's most notorious lure was
the so-called exploding offer, a bonus package that diminished in value while a potential recruit pondered it. A business school student
might be offered a job for a given
salary plus a bonus worth, say,
$4,000 if he accepted it immediately. If he waited a week to say YeS,
the bonus would be cut to $2,000.
MBAs were thrown into a frenzy
of anxiety, and Harvard responded
by banning exploding offers in a set
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of recruiting guidelines handed down
in the late 1970s. When Bain persisted, Harvard briefly banned Bain's
recruiters from certain campus functions. This controversy only increased Bain's allure in the eyes of
potential
recruits-and
potential
clients.

about the firm. A young man who
was about to go to work at Bain
agreed to an interview but called
back the next day to say the firm
had asked him not to cooperate.
"There are interesting things I could
say," another Bain consultant assured me. "There are even interesting things I· might say; but the
chance that you could get me to say
ILL BAIN is the Reverend
them is so slight that I would hate
Sun Myung Moon of the to let you waste your money on
management
consulting
lunch." Machismo is second only to
business. The people who secretiveness on the list of charming
work for him are known in the in- Bain characteristics.
dustry as "Bainies." They look
The ostensible reason for such
alike, they dress alike, they refuse secrecy is that it protects the into talk about their company. When terests .of clients. But in fact the
a Bainie goes on a business trip; secrecy is part of consulting maaccording to industry legend, he chismo, creating a valuable aura of
doesn't tell his mother where he's mystery. It also helps prevent outgoing: she might guess the client siders from assessing-or
even deand blab it to her bridge club.
tecting-what
strategic consultants
Like that other great temple of do.
capitalism, the Unitication Church,
The covert style is part of the
Bain and Company is prospering. myth Bain has worked hard to creThe firm's growth rate is estimated ate about itself, and it's a key inby industry insiders to .be as high as gredient in the team loyalty Bill
50 percent a year, and it has never Bain cultivates in his employees.
been lower than 30 percent in the Bainies are told from the beginning
decade since Bill Bain broke away that they are the best in the busifrom BCG.
ness, the biggest hotshots around.
Rather than trying to temper the
legendary arrogance of the greenhorn MBA, Bain and Company
fans it to a white heat. Image is
what counts, and Bain's image is
that of the KGB of consulting firms,
the guys you call when asses need
to be kicked. All of this is meant
to impress potential clients, but the
truest believer is often the Bainie
himself. Consulting, for him, is almost a religion. Every time he says
no to a reporter, every time he hides
a plane ticket from his wife, a little
jolt of omnipotence courses through
his veins.
.
The bulk of all consulting work
The campus, Harvard Business 'school:
is done by extremely junior people,
"These are the famous trees that money
who
receive their training on the
. grows on."
job. If the truth be known, many
of the people who work for Bain
Discovering more than this about
are scarcely old enough to order
Bain and Company is difficult to do.
three-martini lunches. An executive
Bainies simply do not talk to outof a client company once exploded
siders. Bill Bain's cone of silence
with rage when he overheard a concovers every level of his firm, past,
versation in the men's room after a
present, and future. Not even Bain
presentation and realized that the
clients will talk about the firm; not
young Bainie whose advice he had
even former Bain clients will talk
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just listened to respectfully (a privilege for which his firm was paying
a hefty sum) was a summer intern
due back at school the next day.
This sort of experience is always
trying for a client. But it can be
positively inebriating for a young
consultant. "Strategic consulting is
really a whole different kettle of
fish," says one, comparing the boutique life with that of more traditional consulting firms. "Take a
company like Booz. They're a big
company, but a large proportion
of their business is things like assessing the EPA clean-air standards, doing executive-compensation reviews, estimating housing
parity rates for company transfers.
Those are all sort of bread-andbutter things to do, but they in no
way represent the big-hitter, wheeler-dealer, rock-and-roll consulting,
where you whiz around in the company jet drinking Chi vas on the
rocks and telling the CEO that
what he really needs to do is sell
off a few divisions."

•
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NOW a lesson in cou. ture. "One of the' things
they used to tell us at Bain
and Company," recounts a
former Bainie, "was how to dress.
There's a method of dressing, you
see. You have to know what your
client wears and then dress one level above him. If he wears a sport
coat, you wear a suit. If you're
meeting him in a midwestern cornfield and he's wearing a T-shirt, you
wear a button-down. You might actually drive to his office in beige
pants, a jacket, and a tie. But you
can look in through the window
when you get out of your car and
then take off as much as you have
to." Another ex-Bainie learned to
avoid "the Four Ps": plaids, pleats,
pointed collars, and polyesters.
Different firms have different
styles. A partner at a competing
boutique-the
word begins to reverberate-described
to me his
own organization's attitude about
appearance. "We're a little bit downhome," he said, "we're a little bit
folksy. And sometimes we lay that
on a little bit. We don't put on
airs."
ND
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With so much intimidation in the
air, Bill Bain had to do something
to keep his hot young MBAs from
slitting one another's throats. So he
hired-yes-a
management
consultant, a firm called 'Dialectics,
Inc., of Stamford,
Connecticut.
Dialectics offers its clients a curious
hodgepodge of business advice and
posthippie pop psychology. The firm
is run by Pam Cuming, better
known, perhaps, as the author of
The Power Handbook. Her consulting package includes something
called "assertive' responsiveness,"
which, according to a spokesperson,
"teaches you how to assert your
own rights while at the same time
not stepping on someone else's." In
other words, says a former Bainie,
the point is "to get you over the
notion that power is a dirty word."
Bainiesrefer
to Dialectics sessions
as "charm school." Every so often
the staff is shipped off to, say, the
Marriott on Route 128 for what
another
ex-Bainie
describes
as
"touchy-Ieely sessions."
Bainies don't leave their hardwon sensitivity at the Marriott. The
firm's Boston headquarters are a
living monument to the Dialectics
ideal. The place looks like a fern
bar, the kind of joint where everybody drinks spritzers and you have
to tip big if you want an ashtray.
Walls and doors are kept to a minimum in favor of a more open
environment. Nobody can be responsively assertive (assertively responsive?) if the conduits of communication are blocked. When a Bainie
has .something to say to another
Bainie, he doesn't put it in a memo,
he delivers it face-to-face. This is
known at the firm as "touching
base."
Here we come to another example of Bainmachismo. Management
consulting firms traditionally conclude projects by handing in written
reports: here are your problems,
here are our solutions. Bain does
not. It makes oral reports and slide
presentations, and although it may
hand over a copy of the slide show,
it doesn't give the client anything
to read and ponder. "It gives you
a tremendous advantage, as you
can imagine," a former Bainie told

me with a grin. "All the information sits with Bain, so if you have
any interpretive
questions about
the study, guess who you have to
ask? And for a fee, of course." Anyway, he says, reverting to Bain-like
arrogance, "it wouldn't do them
any good. The reason they came to
us in the first place was that we
have this superior understanding of
the process and are better implementers of that process. It's an example of a little learning being a
dangerous thing."
But the most important reason
for avoiding written reports is accountability. A client who has no
written document to refer to has
no objective basis for judging a consultant's worth. This is also the
real reason why consultants don't
want you to know who their clients
are: if you had a clear idea of who
was working for whom, you might
start' trying to compare performance, or even ask whether clients
were 'getting their money's worth.
If American corporations were
really serious about making money,
they wouldn't .hire consultants,
they'd open consulting firms. While
the rest of the economy sits dead in
the water, top management consultancies are having the time of their
lives, and Bain is doing at least as
well as anybody else. The only limit
to the firm's growth for the moment
would appear to be its ability to stable its ever increasing herd of MBAs.
Last year it hired sixty-five new
ones, thirty of them from Harvard,
bringing its total professional work
force (not counting a few dozen
"research associates" without advanced degrees) to about 300. The
firm expects to triple in size by
1987, by which time it may have
moved into a renovated building on
the Boston waterfront. Bain has
hinted that it wouldn't mind if the
city of Boston ran a ferry service between the waterfront and Logan
Airport, on the other side of the
harbor, to make it easier for Bainies
to swoop in on clients.
Bain's growth rate makes it one
of the few places on earth where
it's possible to get ahead by standing still: sign on now, and in a coupie of years there'll be more people
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below you than above you. This is
a potent selling point for business
students. A brand-new Bainie can
become a partner in as few as three
years, sending his salary into the
stratosphere and opening up. room
at the bottom for more MBAs.
Bain
supports
this pyramid
scheme with a relatively tiny client
base. consisting of only twenty-five
or thirty companies. The· firm's
strategy is to gain access to a company with an initial study "and then
metastasize," in the words of a former Bainie. In the ideal scenario,

Richard Hamermesh, Harvard Business
School professor and you-know-what,

Bain is hired by top management
fora study that gradually expands
until Bain's case teams constitute
a sort of auxiliary corporate staff.
The more pervasive the infiltration,
the more money in it for Bain. The
firm reduces its marketing costs by
stressing long-term
relationships,
and bells chime when a client agrees
to "roll over" a lucrative account.
As recently as five years ago, according to a former Bainie, 40
percent of the firm's revenues were
derived from a single client, the
Monsanto Company.

first service a firm like
Bain performs. for a client
company is often to reveal
that its problems are not
what the client thinks they are.
Redefining the problem is a consulting tactic of almost canonical stature, for the simple reason that it
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enables the consultant to set his
own criteria for success or failure.
If Company X comes to you complaining that it's being whipped in
the marketplace by Company Y,
your first move might be to tell it
that its true competition isn't Company Y at all, but rather Company
Z. Former English majors will remember this ploy affectionately as
the Old Switcheroo ("And so we
see that King Lear is actually a
comedy ... "). Redefining the problem is also a handy way to make
sure a client's case is compatible
with the "tools" in the consulrancy's "kit."
Bain is known in the industry as
a cookie-cutter consultancy, a firm
that has a standard set of procedures that it applies in one combination or another to every client in
its portfolio. No two clients are
identical, of course, but as the experience curve teaches, there are
definite advantages to making them
all seem as alike as possible. The
procedures Bain uses, ex-Bainies
say, are the ones that have always
been synonymous
with strategic
planning: the experience curve, the
product portfolio, and any number
of their direct descendants. Bainies
use these "tools" to analyze their
clients' costs, to define what markets they're competing in, and to
identify who their real competitors
are. This is precisely the sort of
academic analysis that is taught at
business schools. Why a corporate
chairman needs to pay hundreds of
thousands of dollars for a green
MBA to tell him what business he's
in and who his competitors are is
the great mystery of strategic consulting.
Young consultants at almost any
firm will brag to you until you interrupt them about their "intellectual horsepower," the attribute for
which they presume they were hired.
But Bainies are valued. as much for
their relentlessness as for their IQs.
Park a Bainie in front of a spreadsheet and a calculator and he'll stay
there until you tell him to get up.
As a result, Bain's studies are often
magnificently detailed;' with oceans
of minutely pointed data transformed into the catchy, colorful

charts and graphs that make up the
firm's final slide-show presentations.
After the slide show, reality intrudes. "I remember going to a
very high-level meeting with a number of division heads from a major
American chemical concern," says
a former Bainie. "And this young
MBA gets up there and starts talking about opportunity cost, and
about strategic relocation of resources, and about market dynamics, trends, and competitive factors.
And what he was really saying was
that there are some businesses we
ought to be in and some we ought
to be out of. But those division
managers, some of whom had been
with the company for forty years,
realized that what he was really
talking about was making decisions
and firing people."
Making decisions and firing people are only two of the business activities that most management consultants never have anything to do
with. A consultant could pass an
entire lifetime in his business without ever having to meet a budget,
or fire anyone more senior than his
secretary, or stake his career and
reputation on the outcome of one
of his plans. While there is little
correlation between success in business school and success in business
management, there is a very strong
-nay, nearly a precise-correlation
between success in business school
and success in management consulting.
Besides the more arcane studies
they undertake,
strategic consultancies are usually careful to perform a good deal of old-fashioned
cost-reduction for their clients. When
a consultant boasts that a given
study "more than paid for itself,"
this is almost always what he means.
But hiring a consultant is not the
most efficient way to eliminate ordinary inefficiency. Overpaid to begin with, a Bainie bills out his time;
one of them told me, at nearly four
times his salary. A major client can
shell out several million dollars a
year for the divided attentions of
fewer than a dozen flesh-and-blood
consultants. Clients might find it
cheaper to hire a few MBAs of their
own, even at Bain-type prices. .
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Just precisely what it is that a
consulting firm does for its clients
is a question that even consulting
firms occasionally feel inclined to
ask. A few years ago Bain's top
management held an in-house essay contest, offering a prize of several thousand dollars for the best
answer to the question "How do
we add value?"
Bain's no-talking rule extends to
clients, too-part
of the mystique.
Merely finding out who the firm's
clients are is difficult, in part because consultants who leave the
firm sign agreements promising never to reveal the list. Still, with some
resolute digging, it's possible to turn
up a few names. Current clients include Firestone Tire and Rubber,
Shawmut Bank, Dun & Bradstreet,
Shell (London) ,and Hewlett-Packard. Recent (and, in one or two
cases, perhaps current) clients include National Steel, Morton-Norwich, the PHH Group, McCormick,
Siemens, Monsanto, Burlington Industries, Maryland National Bank,
and the Shaklee Corporation.
Bain's original clients, Black &
Decker and Texas Instruments, are
now both customers of Braxton Associates, a Bain spinoff. Texas Instruments uses other firms as well.
TI started out as a BCG client,
moving to Bain when the new firm
broke away in 1973. "Up until
1973, Texas Instruments was doing fine," says Michael Krasko, a
Merrill Lynch analyst who has studied TI for a dozen years. "Then
subsequent to that the record beCame very erratic, the peaks and
valleys were greater, there was more
volatility. All this volatility triggered
substantial
management
changes, changes in product direction every two or three years ...
They've been doing better more recently, but it's still a long climb upward."
Bain and Company may have had
absolutely nothing to do with TI's
strategy in the middle and late
1970s; then again, Bain may have
designed it. But you'll never find out
which by reading the business press.
In August, for example, Fortune
magazine ran a cover story on Texas
Instruments. The article-under
the

subhead "With profits under attack,
a powerful pioneer of the microchip business cleans house and tries
to shake some bad habits"-is
sprinkled
with consulting
buzz
words like "strategy," "matrix," and
"portfolio." But there are only a
couple of passing references to consultants, none of whom is men-.
tioned by name.
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UMMERTIME
in Cambridge.
The waters of the Charles
River gently lap the shore
of the Harvard
Business
School. In a building not far away,
a door opens on a handsome office.
Fireplace to the left, sofa to the
right, carpet on the floor. Half a
dozen pictures on the walls-a
Rauschenberg, an Appel, a handful
of others-presumably
on loan from
the Fogg Art Museum, but who
knows? We are standing, after all,
in the office of a Harvard Business
School professor. Through the window straight ahead, a panoply of
leafy branches. If you look hard
enough you can almost read the
writing
the leaves: THIS NOTE IS

on

LEGAL

o

TENDER

FOR

ALL

DEBTS,

PUBLIC AND PRIVATE. These are the
famous trees that money grows on.
They shade the campus from the
river to the parking lot, blanketing
the ground with green.
The tenant of this well-appointed
office is Michael Porter, a brilliant
young professor who, like virtually all his colleagues, is also a consultant. Harvard Business School
professors are allowed to spend one
day a week plying the consulting
trade. One day out of five may not
seem like much, but at a couple of
hundred dollars an hour it can add
up. Some professors-Porter
among
them-further
supplement their incomes by writing fast-selling books
on strategic topics. A professor who
is casual in his interpretation of the
one-day-a-week limitation can earn
perhaps $150,000 a year on the side
(or "150K," as consultants almost
always say, weary of lugging around
those zeros). Business school professors like to grumble about the
"black hole" that swallows up their
brightest students, but remember

that these are people who have already heaved themselves into the
same dark chasm.
To find out where this consulting
mania is leading us, I followed my
instincts and called in a consultant
of my own. "I think the mission of
the Harvard Business School," says
Richard Hamermesh, Harvard professor and you-know-what, "is to
train a future generation of managers, people who can run our companies both big and small. The skills
to do that are in part strategic, but
they are also managerial skills, administrative skills, skills that involve
dealing with large groups of people
and managing large budgets and
running complicated projects. The
problem with consulting is that the
largest project you'll ever work on
will involve three or four people,
maybe as many as ten, all of whom
have IQs over 140. That's not the
training that we need to deal with
the problems of industrial America,
or of postindustrial America, even.
"To me the perversity of U.S. industry is that we have CEOs getting $600,000 to $1 million a year
and huge executive payrolls, and
yet with all their employees and all
their resources they are unable to
make decisions. 1 think it's a bad
mark on U.S. management and on
U.S. industry in general."
It was while talking to business
school professors that 1 finally came
to understand what management
consulting is really all about: it's a
scheme for earning enormous sums
of money while still preserving the
heady irresponsibility of graduate
school. And at Bain you never even
have to turn in your term paper.
Alternatively, consulting can be
seen as a scheme for making corporations pay retail prices for management skills that used to be available wholesale. The same principle
could be applied in other situations.
For example, certain bothersome,
though not insurmountable, financial considerations
severely limit
the amount of information any reporter can convey in a mass-market
magazine article. Naturally I've had
to leave out all my best material. I
can be reached in care of this magazine.
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