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Managing Exceptionally

Henry Mintzberg
MeChll University, 1001 Sherbrooke West, Monrreal, Canada HIA 1G3
mintzhe F@ manaremenl.megill ca

Abstract

This paper 15 about two managers of Red Cross refugee camps
m Tanzama who manage by exception in rather exceptional
cireumstances, Using a model of managerial waork chat delin-
eates roles carned out at the information, people, and action
levels, inside and outside the unit, these managess” activities
concentrate especially on communicating and controlling a cha-
ofic situation In a steady state, at least emporanly. While many
other managers appear 1o be moving away from conventonal
forms of managing—io more linking nstead of leading and
convincing instead of controlling, ete.—here are two manypers
who seem 10 be poing the other way, precisely because their
siluation 15 0 unconventionally msky. Ned Bowman's great
contribution has besn not just aboed nsks and options per se,
but ix the risks that he himself took and the options that he
himself exposed. In this spirit, the paper concludes with a plea

for the opening up not simply of content, but of context
[Menapieg. ¥OO; Leadership, Mmmagement by Exceprian)

This paper is about managers and the risks that some of
them have (o take i siwations where there may be no
real options—managers, risks, and options rarcly encoun-
tered In the management literature. [n the words of one
review of this paper, these are “circumstances that few
managers can imagine.”™

This paper probes inlo managing by exceplion, on be-
half of an exceptional organization that works in éxcep-
honal circumstances. The research ook place on a visit
to the Red Cross activities in N'gara, Tanzania, in Oc-
tober of 1996, where the organisation ran 1wo refugee
camps—DBenaco, with 175,000 Ewandans, and Lukole,
with 20,000 Burundians. There, the head of the sub-
delegation, Abbas Gullet, was ohserved for one day, fol-
lowed on the next day by the operating manager for the
two camps, Stephen Omollo, As Karl Weick (1974) has
podnted ouat, interesting things can be revealed by smdy-
g unusual oreanizations,

The Model
This study forms part of a larger research project in which
29 managers in & wide vanety of circumslances have been

PO T-T03QN0 1 206759080500
1526-5455 electrone 155N

observed for a day each—managers in health care, gov-
ernment, business, and vanous not-for-profit organiza-
Lons—Iram the front country manager in a federal moun-
Lain park (o the chiel executive of Canada’s largest bank.
Such a short time of observation is not mecant to provide
definiive conclusions about cach of these people and
Ltheir jobs: the sample should be seen as one of 29 man-
agerial days rather than 29 management jobs, The inten-
tion has heen to uncover the variety of circumstances and
styles exhibited in the conduct of managerial work, The
circumstances and styles of the two managers in question
here do, however, deserve (o be singled out because of
the nnusual nature of the setting.

Articles in the research literature are appropriately

judged by therr contnbution to our conceplual under-

standing. The contention here i that their contribution Lo
our comtexiual understanding—such as the very particular
circumastances described i this article—sometimes mer-
s attention as well. In a Interatore that temlds © be West-
erm, and especially American, about business and espe-
clally about big business, we need o open up conlext
alongside content.

This research program began with the assumption that
wi know what managers do but are less clear on the va-
riety of ways in which they do it. So the literature delin-
cating managenal roles was reviewed to weave these into
an integrative framework, Almost all these publications
{including those of the undersigned) were seen as lists
rather than real models, The need was w0 integraie these
into some sort of comprehensive model. The one used
here is shown in Figure 1 (see Mintzberg 1994,

At the center sits the persor who comes to the job, with
his or her thowahts and feelings about the work, snd spe-
cifically some sort of frame by which to camry it out. This
in wen leads to an agends of specific issues and work
schedules. All this can be thought to constitute the basic
core of the job of managing, as suggested by its place-
ment in the center of the figure,

Surrounding the core are three concentric circles that
represent three levels through which managenal work can
take place: labelled information, people, and action. From
the inside out, beginning with the most abstract level. a
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Flgure 1

A Model of Managerial Waork

manager can process information, in the hope that this
will drive people to take action, More tangibly, s manager
can work with people to encourage them to take action.
And at the most concrete level, 3 manager can manage
action more or less directly. This is not to argue that man-
agerial work s so partitioned. Especially when effectively
exccuted, activities tend w blend wgether across these
levels, But the distinctions appear 1o be useful for con-
ceéplual purposes, and so 00 in practice managers will
often tlt in a given activity wward one level or another,

In each case, as shown, the managenal effort can be
directed iesecde the unit being managed, or cutsule 1t W0
the rest of the organization or to its external envirenment,
This leads to six roles in the three circles: two at the
information level, two at the people level, and two at the
action level. They are as Tollows:

Communicating: Seeking and receiving information as
well as sharing it with others, whether internally as dis-
seminator or externally as spokesperson.

Controlling: Using information o control the work of
insiders, whether by issuing directves, designing struc-
turcs, or developing and applying systems and proce-
dures,

Leading: Encouraging and enabling people within the
unit managed to take effective action, whether by focus-
ing on the individual {as in mentoring and rewuarding), the
group (as in team building and conflict resolving], or the
entire unit (as in culture building)

Linking: Relating to people outside the unit by estab-
lishing a network of contacts and using 1t o represent the
needs of the unit as well as to ransmit its influence W

people externally, also to receive influencing efforts
transmitted to the unit from thess people.

Doing: Supervising the taking of internal action more
or less directly, including directing projects for change
and handling disturbances and crises.

Dealing: Engaging in negouations amd  executing
agreements (“doing deals™) with outsiders.

While virtually all managers can be descnbed as en-
gaging in all these roles, just as clearly will many favour
omes level (infommation, people, or action), one orientanon
(internal or external), even one role, or perhaps a partic-
plar blending of several. And how each of thess roles is
played, alone and in conjunction with the others, will vary
from one manager to another,

To studv this, the research here has proceeded In a
rather simple way. A variety of managers have been ob-
served from the time they began their work in the morm-
ing until they finished it at the end of the day. Notes were
taken of all activitics observed, alongside records of the
i of starting and ending. Documents were also col-
lected when appropnate. Luolls in the work—itravel in au-
tomaohiles, for example—as well as quiet time at the end
of the day was used to ask questions, clanfy activilies
confusing to the observer, and probe into the managers’
feelings, artitudes, and conception of the work and the
Job, Time was also taken to discuss the job in its broader
context, often including review of agendas over the
course of the last month to compare the day with others
and uncover 4 wider vanety of scheduled activities per-
formed. Later, the activities of the day were written up
and then swmdied, particulady (but not only) in terms of
the model, (o draw conclusions. The full draft report was
then checked for accuracy by the manager, who often
included comments on the conceptual interpretation.

The Setting
In total, 700000 people populated the six refugee camps
in the area of N'gara, Tanzania in October of 1996, The
International Federanon of Bed Cross and Red Crescent
Societies, as it 15 officially titled, played a role in all these
activitics from the beginning in 1993, setting up two other
camps besides the two it ran, and generally working
closely with the other NGOs, (This stands Tor nongow-
emment organization, but these are as much NBOs—non-
business orgamzation—as they are nongovernment. They
might better be called NOOs—nonowned organizations,
See Mintzberg 1996,) There were at one point 150 NGOs
on site; by October of 1996, they numbered 15, Running
a camp means running a municipality and more, including
food distribution, sanitation, road construction and main-
tenance, housing, and health care,

The Red Cross is the world™s oldest and largest hu-
manitarian aid organization. with a worldwide budget of
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