Robert Birnbaum (2001).  Management Fads in Higher Education
Jossey-Bass, San Francisco.

Reviewed by Ken Snowdon, President, Snowdon & Associates Inc.
Robert Birnbaum brings four decades of experience to bear on this examination of Management Fads in Higher Education.  Birnbaum is currently professor of higher education at the University of Maryland, College Park.  He was previously vice-chancellor of the City University of New York, and chancellor of the University of Wisconsin, Oshkosh.

The book is an interesting read with the author providing observations and commentary with wit and a little bit of cynicism about the value of ‘management fads.  Generally, it is an excellent review of the major budgeting/planning/quality practices of the past forty years, and their impact on higher education.  Birnbaum

 argues that these practices fit a set of criteria that lead to the label ‘fads’ and it is clear that he does not believe that such ‘fads’ belong in higher education nor does he believe they have been very successful in the business arena.  From the outset, Birnbaum asserts that universities are quite different than businesses, but the argument needs to be better developed and articulated.  Birnbaum makes no distinction between the management of academic units and non-academic units where, arguably, management tools from the corporate world may have more applicability and success.  Nevertheless, the book provides some thoughtful observations about higher education and the evolution of management in academe.  Moreover, Birnbaum recognizes the underlying reasons for the prolonged and continuing interest in ‘management fads’ and, faced with that reality, he offers a set of suggestions on how institutions can ‘manage’ management fads (Chapter 9).  As an added bonus, Birnbaum provides an extensive set of references on the topic of management in higher education which, by itself, is a terrific resource for individuals interested in higher education management.

Reviewers offering positive comments about the book,
 tend to like Birnbaum’s basic thesis that ‘management fads’ are not applicable to higher education and they regard the introduction of such ‘fads’ as one example of the negative impacts of the drift towards the ‘corporatization’ of higher education.  Birnbaum confesses to past sins - having attempted to introduce management fads in his previous higher education roles – and that confession may endear him to those who believe that business practices are anathema to academe and/or simply look on administrators in higher education as necessary evils.  Having made the confession however he expresses some support for the administrators who have to deal with the reality of ‘management fads; “Although now an apostate, I empathize with my colleagues who worship at the altar of false gods. I was once myself a votary.” (p.xv)  The religious overtones are not accidental.  Part of the argument about the differences between business and academe, is based on certain beliefs in values, ethos, and traditions in higher education that defy rational, logical scientific management.  Birnbaum touches on those differences but this is a particular area that deserves more extensive treatment.  

A reviewer offering a more critical review
 suggests that Birnbaum’s work is based more on opinion than research and takes exception to Birnbaum’s declaration that, in effect, ‘he has seen the light’ for it biases comments from that point onwards.  Depending on where one sits in academe will heavily influence the reader’s perception of this book.  Birnbaum recognizes the value and necessity of good management.  Many of his suggestions for managing ‘management fads’ would strengthen management practices in academe and heighten awareness of the importance of treating managers as professionals with appropriate opportunities for professional development and input into major decisions like adopting a ‘management fad’. 

Birnbaum recognizes that the focus on delivering product/services that customers desire, at the lowest cost – the drive for efficiency – is the key business measure that critics of higher education emphasize when demanding that higher education be more like business.  Yet, as he notes “the American higher education system is considered to be the best in the world, even by business leaders…, enjoys a favorable balance of trade, is a successful growth industry, has a strong record of fiscal stewardship, offers its customers a bargain, and provides high returns on investment…” (pxiii).  

This is a book that attempts to blunt the wholesale adoption of business practices in higher education by casting significant doubt on the validity and value of ‘management fad’ techniques.  Birnbaum does an admirable job of casting doubt, but he could do the higher education community a favour by also highlighting the fact that higher education has an interest in, and does practice, ‘good management’.  The higher education sector has a pretty good story to tell and needs story-tellers of Birnbaum’s stature to restore some balance in the age old question  ‘why can’t universities be more like business?’.

In my view two quotes from the book, drive to the heart of the matter:

“The essential elements of most fads are commonsensical to most experienced managers in business, education or any other setting: ‘Decentralization of authority, producing quality products, providing responsive customer service, formulating strategy in a way that takes into account distinctive internal capabilities, rewarding performance fairly, and running a socially responsible enterprise. Who could argue with such advice!’ (Eccles and Nohria, 1992, p.5)” (p.241) 

“Higher education does not need more management techniques.  It needs more good managers.” (p.239)

Birnbaum’s book is a recommended read.  His review of the ‘management fads’ that have characterized management in higher education (and elsewhere) over the past forty years provides a very good, brief, overview of specific ‘fads’. His chronological treatment of ‘fads’, their origins, key characteristics and relationship to business and government developments provides a perspective on recent history that is both illuminating and engaging.  The author could devote more time and attention to the many positive developments in higher education management. And, there is a real need for him (and other higher education practicioners) to deal with differences in business and higher education in a more concrete fashion.  But, he accomplishes his goal of casting some doubt on the management fad solutions to complex problems, and, along the way, does so in a manner that is both informative and entertaining. 
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