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What Is Management?
Management is about moving toward a goal.
Any organization has goals. But it also has constraints. Time, budget, resources, and the environment.
Management is the way we organize work to move toward that goal within those constraints. And the way we manage 
depends on those conditions. Different goals and different environments lead to different approaches.
There are two dimensions in management.
Processes — how work is structured and executed. 
And people — how humans behave, decide, and act inside that system. You cannot separate them. Processes shape 
behavior.  And people shape how processes actually work.
In this talk, we will see how changing conditions shaped management over time. This is not a full course on manage-
ment history. We will focus only on key ideas that help explain the connection between goals, environment, and the 
way we manage.
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Scientific Management and the Age of Scale
The problem defines how we manage.
In the late 19th and early 20th century, industrial production was growing fast. Markets were expanding. Demand 
looked almost unlimited.The question was not only how to be efficient. It was how to scale. How do you produce 
more? How do you train people faster? How do you make output predictable? How do you keep quality acceptable as 
the organization grows?
This is where Scientific Management appears. Frederick Taylor looked at work as something that could be studied, 
measured, simplified, and improved. Break the work into small steps. Measure each step. Find the best known meth-
od. Train people to follow it. Remove variation.
The result is specialization, timing, and optimization.
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How Scientific Management Shapes Organizations
Scientific management does not stop at task optimization. It changes how the whole organization is built. If work is 
broken into small, simple steps, then people can specialize. One person does one task. Again and again. Faster and 
more consistently.
This leads to a second step. Separation of thinking and doing.Managers decide how work should be done. Workers 
execute. This is also specialization. Some people optimize the system. Others follow it. To make this work, you need 
structure. A clear hierarchy. Clear rules. Clear instructions. Every action is defined. Every step is controlled.
This creates a system that is easy to scale. You can train people quickly. You can replace them easily. And the system 
keeps running. This is not about control for its own sake. This is control in service of scale.
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The Great Depression and the Limits of Scale
This model reaches its peak in mass production. A classic example is the Ford Model T. For almost two decades, it 
was produced with minimal changes. The process was stable. The product was stable. This is the ideal environment 
for scaling. Demand is high. The market can absorb everything you produce. The main goal is volume. In this world, 
Scientific Management works perfectly. Standardization increases speed.  Specialization increases output. Control 
keeps everything predictable.
But then the context changes. Markets become saturated. Demand is no longer unlimited. Customers start to expect 
variety. And then comes the Great Depression. Suddenly, the problem is no longer how to scale. The problem is how 
to survive. Rigid systems struggle in this new reality. They are optimized for stability and scaling, not for change.
And this is the key shift. When the environment changes, the same system that gave you strength can become your 
biggest limitation.
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Deming and Managing the Unknown
So, the problems started when the environment changed. Scientific Management assumes something very important: 
we know how the system should work. We can define the best method. We can standardize it. We can control it. This 
works well when the world is stable. But what if it is not? What if demand changes?
What if customers want something different?  What if the system behaves in ways we did not expect?
At that point, optimization becomes fragile. You can optimize each step perfectly, and still break the whole system. 
Because you are optimizing based on assumptions that are no longer true.
This is where Deming introduces a different view. He starts from a simple idea: we do not fully understand the system. 
Variation exists.  Parts are connected.  People are not predictable components. And most importantly — we can be 
wrong.
This changes everything. Instead of trying to define the perfect process once, we need to keep learning. Instead of 
control, we need understanding. Instead of certainty, we work with uncertainty. The shift is small in words, but huge 
in practice: From “we know the right way”  to “we are trying to find a better way.” And once you accept that you don’t 
fully know, management can no longer be only about control. It has to include learning.
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PDCA and Learning Through Experimentation
If we accept that we don’t fully understand the system, then we need a way to learn. This is where PDCA comes in. 
Plan. Do. Check. Act. It looks simple, but the idea behind it is different from traditional management.
We do not start with certainty. We start with a hypothesis.
In the Plan phase, we define what we believe should happen.
In Do, we run a controlled experiment.
In Check, we do not just verify results. We study what actually happened.
And in Act, we decide what to do next based on what we learned.
Then we repeat the cycle. The goal is not to execute a perfect plan. The goal is to reduce uncertainty over time.
This is a very different mindset. Instead of defining the right process once, we continuously improve it. And this is how 
management adapts to a changing environment.
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Deming Goes to Japan
At first, Deming’s ideas were not widely accepted in the United States. This is not because they were wrong. It is 
because they did not fit the context. After the Great Depression, there was pressure to change. But then World War 
II shifted the focus. Demand became predictable again.  Large government contracts dominated. The main goal re-
turned to scale and output. In that environment, existing management systems worked well enough again. There was 
no strong reason to rethink them in the moment.
Japan was in a very different situation after the war. Resources were limited. Markets were competitive. Quality and 
efficiency were critical for survival. They needed a way to improve continuously and adapt quickly. Deming’s ideas fit 
this need. This became one of the foundations of the Japanese economic miracle.
From a management perspective, we can look at the Japanese model through a few key elements.
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Push vs Pull Systems
And the first one is how production is driven. 
There are two fundamentally different ways to organize production: Push and Pull. 
In a push system, production is driven by a plan. You decide what to build. You produce in advance.  You push prod-
ucts into the market or into inventory. This works well when demand is stable  and you expect to sell everything you 
produce. 
In a pull system, production is driven by actual demand. You do not produce until there is a signal. An order. A request. 
A real need. Work is pulled through the system, step by step. This changes the focus.
Push is about maximizing output. Pull is about matching demand. Push assumes you know what will be needed. It 
optimizes for speed and cost. Pull accepts that you may not know.
In a changing environment, this matters. Pull reduces overproduction and reduces building the wrong things. It limits 
risk. And it allows the system to adapt faster.
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Decision-Making Moves to the Work
Pull changes not only how we produce. It changes how we make decisions. In Scientific Management, decisions are 
centralized. Managers define the process. Workers follow it. This works when the system is stable  and decisions do 
not need to change often.
But in a pull system, the situation is different. Demand changes. Problems appear in real time.  Delays are expensive. 
If every decision has to go up the hierarchy,  the system slows down. That prevents fast changes.  So decision-making 
moves closer to the work. People who see the problem are the ones who act. 
A well-known example is the Andon cord. Any worker can stop the production line when something goes wrong. This 
may look inefficient at first. But it prevents larger problems later. The key idea is simple: When the system becomes 
dynamic, decision power has to move with it.
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Gemba Kaizen and Continuous Improvement
When decision-making moves to where the work happens, the system starts to change. This is where we get the idea 
of Gemba Kaizen. “Gemba” means the place where work is done. “Kaizen” means continuous improvement. Together, 
it is about improving the system where the work actually happens. The idea is simple. See the work.  Understand what 
is really happening.  Improve it. And do it together. This is not a one-time effort.  It is a daily activity. People closest to 
the work observe problems and suggest improvements. They share information.  They learn from each other.  They 
take responsibility for quality. Over time, small improvements add up. 
This may look like a set of principles.
•	Know the customer. 
•	Go where the work happens
•	Share information.
•	Work as a team.
•	Stay disciplined.
•	Keep improving.

But this is not a checklist.It is a way the system behaves. When the environment is changing, continuous small im-
provements become more effective than rare large changes.
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Muda, Mura, Muri and Adaptive Optimization
Optimization also does not go away in adaptive systems. But it changes its role. In a stable environment, you optimize 
for maximum efficiency. In a changing environment, you need to optimize without breaking the system.
This is where Lean introduces a different view. It focuses on three types of problems. Muda — waste.
Muri — overburden. Mura — unevenness.
Muda means operations that don’t contribute to creating value. Overproduction. Waiting. Rework. Extra inventory. 
Unnecessary movement. These are not only efficiency problems. They also increase risk. Extra inventory hides prob-
lems. Rework slows adaptation. Too many handoffs create instability. All of them create additional load and increase 
the risk of operator error. Waste makes the system harder to change safely.
But there is another important problem. Mura — unevenness. When work arrives in bursts, the system becomes unsta-
ble. People are overloaded at one moment and idle at another. One way to deal with this is cadence. A regular rhythm 
of work and feedback. Small changes. Frequent checks.  Continuous adjustment. Without cadence, adaptation be-
comes chaotic.  With cadence, it becomes manageable.
This is why you see cadence everywhere in Lean, Agile, and DevOps. Not as a ritual,  but as a way to keep the system 
stable while it is changing. The goal is not only to be efficient. The goal is to improve the system without making it 
more fragile.
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Predictive and Adaptive Systems
We looked at predictive and adaptive systems. This does not mean that one is better than the other. They solve differ-
ent problems. So let’s compare them.
Predictive systems assume that the environment is mostly stable.The main goal is efficiency, scale, and predictability. 
Work is planned in advance.  Processes are standardized. Variation is reduced.
This works extremely well  when demand is stable and change is limited. Scientific management is a classic example.
Adaptive systems start from a different assumption. The environment changes.  Not everything is known.  Learning 
becomes part of the process. The goal is not only efficiency. It is the ability to change safely.
This leads to shorter feedback loops, distributed decision-making, continuous improvement, and cadence.
Lean, Agile, DevOps, and similar approaches belong to this family. Neither approach is universally correct. Each one 
is optimized for a different type of environment. 
And this is where things become interesting. Because most real organizations do not live entirely in one world.
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Hybrid Management Systems
In reality, most organizations are hybrid. Some parts of the system need stability and predictability. Other parts need 
experimentation and adaptation. So predictive and adaptive approaches often coexist.
There are different ways this happens. 
One is vertical splitting. Strategic decisions may stay adaptive, while operational execution becomes predictive. For 
example, a company may experiment with products and markets, but use highly standardized processes in manufac-
turing or support.
Another way is horizontal splitting.
Different teams work in different modes. Research and product discovery may use adaptive approaches. At the same 
time, finance, compliance, infrastructure, or large-scale operations may rely on predictive systems.
Modern hybrid frameworks try to support this reality.
For example, starting at the seventh version, PMBoK moved away from prescribing a single process model. Instead, 
they focus more on principles, context, and selecting the right delivery approach.
You can see similar ideas in Lean governance models, DevOps practices, and systems like EOS. 
This is not a contradiction. Different environments create different management needs. A fully predictive organization 
becomes rigid. A fully adaptive organization can become chaotic. Hybrid systems try to balance stability and adapta-
tion.
And this leads to the most important question: How do we decide which approach fits which situation?
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Context Is King: The Cynefin Framework
The answer to choose the appropriate way to manage is context. One useful model for thinking about context is the 
Cynefin framework. It divides environments into several domains.
In clear environments, cause and effect are obvious.The work is repeatable. Best practices are effective. This is where 
predictive systems perform very well.
In complicated environments, there are still correct answers, but finding them requires expertise. Planning and analy-
sis still work, but the system becomes more difficult and may require some degree of feedback and adaptation. This 
is where hybrid approaches shine. 
In complex environments, things change while you are working. Cause and effect become visible only after the fact. 
This is where adaptive approaches become necessary. You experiment. You learn. You adjust.
But complexity is not fully objective.It also depends on our understanding of the system. A situation may look com-
plex simply because we do not understand it well enough yet. And this creates another problem. Adaptive approaches 
often feel more creative and more exciting. Because of this, teams sometimes classify stable problems as “complex” 
and introduce unnecessary adaptation, variability, and overhead.
And then there is chaos. The system changes faster than we could learn. The first goal is survival and stabilization.
The important part is this: Methods that work well in clear environments often fail when moving toward complexity 
and chaos. But adaptive methods can also become expensive and inefficient when used in stable environments.
And there is another danger. The cliff between clear and chaotic. Systems can look stable for a long time and then fail 
very quickly.
So, every approach has its time and place. And management is not about applying the purest model. It is about solving 
the actual problem.
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Managing People in Predictive Systems
But management is not only about processes. It is also about people. And once the management system changes, the 
approach to people changes as well.
Predictive systems rely on stability, repeatability, and control. To support this, people also need to behave predictably. 
This creates a more mechanistic view of motivation.
The system defines the process. And management looks for ways to align human behavior with that process. 
One well-known model comes from Maslow. People have needs. Security. Recognition. Achievement. If the organiza-
tion controls access to those needs, it can influence behavior.
Another important influence comes from Skinner and operant conditioning. Reward desired behavior. Punish unwant-
ed behavior. This becomes the foundation of the classic “carrot and stick” approach. In stable systems, this can work 
surprisingly well. It supports standardization, predictability, and scalability. But there is also a limitation. People be-
come very good at following the system. But there is also a tradeoff. 
The more predictable behavior becomes, the less flexibility people usually have. People learn to operate inside estab-
lished rules and procedures. But adaptive environments often require something different. Judgment. Initiative. The 
ability to act outside predefined situations.And this creates a new management challenge.
the context matters more than following trends.
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Managing People in Adaptive Systems
One useful metaphor for adaptive management is the gardener. A gardener does not control every plant directly. In-
stead, the gardener creates conditions where growth becomes possible. This changes the role of management. The 
goal is no longer only compliance. It becomes learning, adaptation, and decision-making under uncertainty. 
But this metaphor is often misunderstood. A gardener does not only water plants and admire flowers. A gardener also 
removes weeds,  cuts unhealthy branches, and selects what should continue to grow. Adaptive systems still require 
standards, discipline, and boundaries.
But inside those boundaries, people need more autonomy and judgment.



Nikolay Gekht. Gehtsoft USA  LLC, https://robustagile.com

Page 33

This is why internal motivation becomes more important.
One example is Carol Dweck’s idea of fixed and growth mindset.
In a fixed mindset, people try to avoid failure and protect competence. Mistakes become threats. Feedback feels per-
sonal. Uncertainty creates fear. That creates lack of initiative, hiding mistakes and problems. 
In growth mindset, ability is seen as something that can develop. Mistakes become information.
Feedback becomes useful. Challenges become opportunities to learn. This matters because adaptive systems re-
quire experimentation. And experimentation means that not everything will work correctly the first time.
Another example is Radical Candor by Kim Scott.
Adaptive systems still need accountability and high standards.
But there is a problem.
Pure empathy often avoids difficult conversations and is ultimately damaging to the business. Pure pressure over 
outcomes often becomes aggression. Many managers become aggressively demanding because outcomes matter 
to the business. But pressure without personal involvement eventually destroys trust and learning.
Radical Candor tries to balance both. Challenge directly. But also care personally.
Feedback should not come from indifference or dominance. It should come from genuine involvement
 in helping people and the system improve.
There are many approaches built around similar ideas.
The key point is this:
When organizations need to adapt, management must support not only execution, but also learning and change. 
Alignment between managing processes and managing people matters. Predictive systems usually work better with 
predictable behavior and stronger control. Adaptive systems require judgment, initiative, learning, and openness to 
feedback. 
When the management model and the people model conflict, the organization becomes unstable.
For example, adaptive processes combined with fear-based management often create chaos instead of adaptability. 
And the opposite, predictive processes combined with highly adaptive, learning-based people management, can cre-
ate distraction, frustration, and false expectations.
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There Is No Such Thing as Single Right Way
So where does all of this leave us?
There is no single “correct” way to manage. Different management systems evolved to solve different problems  under 
different conditions. Scientific Management solved the problem of scale. Adaptive approaches evolved  to deal with 
uncertainty and change. Neither is universally superior. Every approach has its time and place.
Management is not about applying the purest or “right” model. It is about solving the actual problem. And this applies 
not only to processes, but also to people.
The way we structure work, make decisions, give feedback,  and motivate people must align with the environment 
we operate in. Even the same team may need different management approaches in different situations. That is why 
management is difficult. Not because there are no good ideas, but because context keeps changing.
This was only a high-level overview.
But hopefully it helps explain  why management approaches differ, where they come from, and why understanding the 
context matters more than following trends.
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Watch Video
https://youtu.be/c_pX35hxKow

Visit my LinkedIn
https://www.linkedin.com/in/nikolay-gekht/




