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RESEARCH INITIATIVE ON “MODERN GIANTS”

Harvard Business School



OVERVIEW

Our proposed research initiative will focus on the management of large, complex enterprises—“modern giants”—firms of huge scale and scope with many billions of dollars in revenues and tens of thousands of employees. 

Our interest lies in how these modern giants work, including for example:  the functioning of the corporate office, particularly its interactions with the board of directors and senior management; the roles and work practices of divisional general managers and their teams; and the design and operation of related administrative structures, systems, and processes.  In the most general sense, we seek to refine and answer the question of “how the leaders of large, complex organizations actually get things done.”  

This is not a project on corporate strategy, although that will be an important contextual factor.  Neither is it a project on organizational design, although that, too, will be an important object of study.  Rather, the purpose of this research is to study the initiation, ratification, and implementation of senior management decisions in complex enterprises and to understand how these decisions are shaped by patterns of corporate leadership, governance, and control.

Much remains to be learned about the distinctive challenges of running truly vast enterprises.  At some level the managerial challenges appear almost insurmountable—motivating and coordinating thousands of people spread across several continents who compete simultaneously in many diverse markets.  Yet some managers and some organizations are clearly successful at this task, while others are not.  How can we explain these differences in performance?  Do they relate to how senior management teams spend their time and make decisions?  To how they design and operate critical governance processes and control systems?  To the incentives shaping leaders’ behavior?  With such questions in mind, this project becomes a study of the work of senior management teams, their collective learning and decision-making processes, and, more broadly, the internal governance and control systems that provide direction.

This research initiative has been planned with several design criteria in mind—each of which will be summarized below.  However, beyond the horizon of this specific research initiative is the vision of a newly constituted interest group or faculty unit at the School devoted to teaching and research on the practice of general management.  Indeed, we envision this research initiative as the critical first step in renewing the School’s leadership position and well-deserved reputation in general management.  (We have no recommendations at this time regarding the name of such a new faculty unit.)

SCOPE AND SCALE OF RESEARCH INITIATIVE

The scope of this project is broad.  We envision a detailed, comparative study of six to ten US and non-US companies—each a “modern giant”—selected to provide both variety and commonality in terms of product, technology, organizational form, and geography.  Each site will be matched with one or two senior HBS faculty researchers supported by research assistants.  We envision these company relationships as long-term affiliations, spanning unforeseen changes in policy, practice, and executive personnel.  Data will be collected through intensive field research conducted at the very highest levels of the organization (from divisional general managers through the CEO and the Board) and survey questionnaires.  The detailed questions and themes to be investigated in each of these companies have yet to be developed by the research team, but preliminary discussions have flushed out four representative issues:

· Implications of differing ownership, capital, and organizational structures on decision-making and administrative behavior;
· Design, functioning, and leadership of senior management teams (corporate and divisional);
· Internal governance and control of diverse business units; and
· Comparative approaches to restructuring, acquisitions and divestitures, and alliances.

An important feature of this research initiative is the creation of top management forums for CEOs, CFOs and divisional general managers to be held here at the School.  Right from the start, we intend to involve the top management of our “client” companies in the design and discussion of our research. 

We also see important links with the MBA curriculum and the new doctoral program.   Case material developed in the course of company-specific research will both reflect a renewed focus on administrative practices and seed designated EC “platform” courses.  These courses have yet to be chartered, but leading candidates include (a) General Management: Processes and Action and (b)  Governance and Corporate Control—either under their current names or combined with other EC courses and renamed. 

With respect to the doctoral program, the research initiative will offer clinical research and casewriting opportunities to DBA and PhD candidates linked to “best of class,” administratively- oriented faculty research.  In addition, Professor Garvin has already agreed to offer a completely redesigned clinical field research course (a level 2 offering) with Michael Roberto, an outstanding DBA student who has been recently hired as an Assistant Professor.   

We see this research project as being (at least) a five-year initiative.  It involves a time-intensive research design, collaborative processes, contracting process with participating companies, and publishing strategy for derivative manuscripts and teaching materials.  With respect to intellectual output, we see a broad array of paper-based and electronic possibilities based upon traditional books, cases, and videos.  

We also see a large research team of eight to ten primary investigators, supported by research assistants, drawn from a variety of faculty units.  Eight senior faculty members with long track records in the study of complex enterprises have already enthusiastically signed on to this initiative, along with Michael Roberto.  They include: 

· David Garvin and Mal Salter, Co-Directors
· Joe Bower
· Srikant Datar
· Stu Gilson
· Linda Hill
· Bob Hayes
· Bob Simons

At least two additional faculty members are under consideration as well.  Each of the participating faculty members is an experienced researcher with a clinical bent, represents requisite diversity in discipline-based knowledge, possesses a track record of producing first-class research output, and has the personal skills required to successfully establish and maintain productive relationships with the leadership of major corporations.  

Finally, the research initiative will require an executive director, much like the entrepreneurial management and social enterprise initiatives at the School.  


IMPORTANCE OF RESEARCH INITIATIVE

Being aware of the significant resource commitments required, we have tried to be careful in articulating and incorporating five design criteria in our proposed research venture.  By satisfying each of these design criteria, we have hoped that this venture would be seen as high-potential proposition from the School’s perspective. The following summary  both reveals our most basic purposes and serves, perhaps, as a useful summary of our potential contributions.


Research Impact
· Significant research product that only HBS can deliver
· Reflecting privileged access to companies, unique clinical research skills, and resources sufficient to support a large-scope, multi-year project 

MBA Curriculum Impact 
· A renewed focus on administrative practices 
· Seeding designated EC “platform” courses

Executive Education Impact
· CEO and senior management forums 
· Topic-related programs
· Company-specific programs

Links with Doctoral Program
· Offer a clinical field research seminar linked to faculty research and associated casewriting

Faculty Organization
· A vehicle for consolidating some (but not necessarily all) members of old GM Faculty Unit
· A means for engaging interested junior faculty in “best-of class,” administratively-oriented clinical research 

Design Criteria for Proposed Research Initiative





