My friend Mary
Getting to know Mary Follett, an early OD
pioneer
Jonathan Wilson
I first ‘met’ Mary Parker Follett on a train in 1986, but I did not really get to
know her until organisations themselves began to interest me around
1993. I was introduced to her as an early influencer of management
education in the OU’s excellent “Introduction to Management”, but didn’t
recognise then quite how pioneering she was - still ahead of most writers
today. I remember I was on my way to a board meeting and perhaps had
other things on my mind. It’s a pity, because I could have saved a lot of
money (shareholders’) and angst (mine and colleagues’), if I’d paid more
attention to her then.
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Introduction
Follett’s ideas, e.g. that a ‘total situation’
comprises not just facts, but the evolving
relationships between those facts; that responses

For ease of reference, I’ve used the following
codes throughout the text, to refer to specific
publications relating to Mary’s life and work:
▪

CDTM - Creating Democracy, Transforming
Management (Tonn 2003)

evolving situation that progressively evolves that

▪

CE – Creative Experience (Follett 1924)

situation; that freedom, control and power - the

▪

DA – Dynamic Administration (Metcalf et al,
Eds, 1941)

▪

F&C – Freedom and Co-ordination (Urwick
Ed, 1949)

ideas that are still leading and challenging today.

▪

NS – The New State (Follett 1918)

Her belief that settling for consensus and

▪

SM – Principles of Scientific Management
(Taylor 1911)

are always circular - i.e. a response to an

ability to achieve

your constantly evolving

purpose - all come together from integrating
differences without losing those differences are

compromise prevents real resolution of conflicts
is even more vital than ever.
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A brief, influential life
She was born in 1868 near Boston, Mass. A lonely childhood
was marked by her alcoholic, war-veteran father’s frequent,
sudden absences, her mother’s invalidity, the death of her
infant sister and her younger brother’s fecklessness. Despite
this, as a very young woman she became recognised as a
brilliant student, first at Harvard’s Radcliff College, then at
Cambridge University’s new Newnham College in 1890. A
contemporary recollected,
“Of all the brilliant discourses I have heard by
young university members, masculine and
feminine, this was one of the most brilliant.”
But she was always anxious about her scholarship. When
she was fretting about a lecture she was due to deliver, the
organiser wrote to her,
“I assured them that the writings were in a class
by themselves, but you as a person surpassed

Mary Follett (Wikimedia Commons)

what had been written from the point of view of
stimulus and inspiration”. (CDTM 457).

Newnham College (Photo: Steve Cadnam, 2008)
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She spoke little about her childhood, or much about herself at all, except when telling anecdotes to illustrate
her ideas. Then she often drew on homely examples such as knitting, e.g. the little girl who goes to her
mother, not to gain expertise but to be got out of a tangle (CE 30), gardening (freeing a plant to flourish) (CE
82) and recognising the authority of her cook (CE186) to vividly demonstrate her ideas: of learning from
experts, of not micro-managing and of functional leadership.
Power-with
Her opposition to micro-managing runs directly counter to FW Taylor’s (1911) demand for exact top-down
control over every stage of each process. She argued for functional leadership to resolves the problem of
‘power-over’. She wrote, “Genuine power is power-with; pseudo-power is power-over” (CE188). She also
said,
“Power-over is resorted to because people will not wait for the slower process of education”
(CE190) and “I gain more and more control of myself as I unite various tendencies. In social
relations power is a centripetal self-developing. Power is the legitimate, inevitable outcome of the
essential life-process. We can always test the validity of power by asking whether it is integral to
or outside the process” (CE193).
Joan Tonn, in her biography “Creating Democracy, Transforming Management” (CDTM), notes the self-doubt
that plagued Follett throughout her life and that seemed (to me) to drive both her scholarship and her
constant desire for ever deeper engaging, her longing for belonging, not only at a personal level, but as a
definitive element of community. I wonder how her childhood contributed to the importance she attached to
‘control’, which features so often in her writing?
Expectant Attention - mind over matter
Follett suffered all her life from mysterious ailments that sometimes reduced her to eating only potatoes,
cabbage and milk. From childhood, these problems impaired her ability to study, but, refusing to give in, she
struggled on. Late in life, she was still frustrated that few doctors would tell her clearly about her problems.
She lived at a time when doctors (almost entirely male) were increasingly interesting themselves in, and
being puzzled by, women’s health issues, which they often attributed to specifically female and often
psychosomatic causes (e.g. Freud).
Follett would eventually die of a renal cancer that had obviously been undiagnosed for very many years. In
her teens she had sought relief in religio-psychic therapies akin to Christian Science. One of the first talks
she ever gave, as a teenager, (CDTM 26) was about the mind being able to control the body through
“Expectant Attention” so that, “sensations which have no place in the world of fact will by the powerful agency
of the mind, be created”. She believed that personal health was the integration of mind, spirit and body, just
as she wrote that communal power is generated by integrating difference without losing the difference. She
wrote,
“Man is spiritually dependent upon society: what we are referring to is his psychic relating to his
groups. The vital relation of the individual to the world is through his groups.” (NS 20).
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Follett used the word ‘psychic’ more than 28 times in her writing. That interests me because it is such an
unusual, specific and surprisingly modern word. Although its etymology goes back to ancient Greek myth,
‘psychic’ only came to be widely used in the late 19th Century, meaning ‘relating to the soul, mind, or lifeforce’, distinct from ‘psychological’, with that word’s scientific connotation. I think there are three reasons the
word ‘psychic’ is important in Follett’s writing. It was significant to her perception of her failing health; it
integrated scientific and mythic views of the non-physical and it also provides more dimensions to the social
integration that she saw as the source of group power. She wrote, “Power is the intermingling of psychic
forces.” (CE 255)

Privilege and Service
Follett inherited sufficient to devote herself to a career of pro bono public service. As a social entrepreneur,
she innovated adult community and learning centres in existing school buildings in Boston, saying it would be
wastefully bad management not to use the idle space. These and similar activities over many years built her
a formidable reputation and led to management consulting and to lecturing both in the USA and the UK.
where she delivered her last five lectures to inaugurate the London School of Economics (LSE)’s new
“Department of Business Administration” early in 1933, a few months before she died. They encapsulated
forty years of her personal experience and thinking into lessons on how to lead and develop organisations.
Relationships
Follett never married, but had two long relationships,
first for thirty years with her one-time head-mistress
from college and, after her death, with Dame
Kathleen Furse, a widow (founder of the WRNS and
Girl Guides), in whose new Cheyne Place house
overlooking the Chelsea Physic Garden she lived
until she died while visiting her Boston home in 1933.
Between 1896 and 1924 Longmans published
Follett’s three seminal books on politics and society.
Her views on managing organisations developed out
of the thinking she expressed in the latter two. She
wrote “The New State” (NS) in 1918
“to oppose ballot box democracy”, saying
(NS 5) “no government will endure which
does not rest on the individual and no
government has yet found the individual…
Cheyne Place (Photo by Jonathan Wilson)

Democracy is not brute numbers; it is a
genuine union of true individuals.”
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In 1924 she published “Creative Experience” (CE) because,
“We can find out only by watching in thousands of cases the working of power, purpose, freedom,
service. The greatest need today is keen analytical objective study of human relations.” (CE ix)
Mary’s OD contributions
Mary Follett did not write any books in her lifetime about management nor developing organisations, but she
did lecture. Her two ‘OD’ books are collections of her lectures, published after her death, “Dynamic
Administration”, New York, 1941 (DA) and “Freedom and Coordination”, London, 1949 (F&C). These were
lectures probably to no more than a hundred people, each series inaugurating new faculties of management
in New York and London respectively. Probably fewer than a thousand ever heard her talk, even fewer more
than once or twice.
The “total situation”
Follett said one must always seek the “total situation”. She used the phrase many times. She wrote
“We must study the workman and the employer in their relation to the facts - and then the facts
themselves become as active as any other part of the total situation. We can never understand
the total situation without taking into account the evolving situation. And when the situation
changes we have not a new situation under the old fact, but a new fact. A professor of philosophy
told me that it made him dizzy to talk with me.” (CE 69).
The ‘total situation’ of Follett’s life offers insights of influences to her thinking. It was a situation of colossal
change. She suffered in childhood, but was part of a privileged community when to be American could be to
epitomise hope itself; a time when many believed that science would be the key to realising that hope. In her
lifetime the US population tripled from 38 to 123 million and its GDP more than quintupled. By comparison,
England’s population scarcely doubled and GDP increased less than three-fold. The USA’s empire was
whelming over the Old World, fuelled by successive waves of immigration, industrial and technical
revolutions, such as Rockefeller’s refining oil and Edison’s harnessing of electricity. In science, in 1911 Albert
Einstein rewrote how the very world was made, with the transforming insight that all matter is simply energy
in relation (e=mc2). Then came the devastation, the utter disintegration, of the First World War. Follett would
embrace all these in her writing to explain how people need to engage with each other in order to be, to exist
meaningfully together at all and how integrative relating was the most vital activity of all.
The ‘total situation’ of Follett’s life was further complemented by the swell of ideas among America’s thinkers.
Her favourite philosophers included pragmatist William James, idealist Josiah Royce, cognitive psychologist
Edwin Holt and James Watson, pioneer of Behaviourism. Follett studied them and European philosophers,
especially Hegel and Fichte, whose ideas around the ‘total situation’ inspired her, though she did not
necessarily agree with them. She wrote,
“Many of the writers with whom I have disagreed in some particular have been in the main my
teachers and guides” (NS 14).
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I like and admire Follett for being so very willing to disagree, which she saw as essential to creating the
‘progressive experience’ she thought vital to a fulfilling life. She warned of,
“The dangers to the soul of congeniality. Pleasant little glows of feeling can never be fanned into
the fire which becomes the driving force of progress.” (NS 41).
Follett expressed the essence of her thinking in “The New State” when she wrote,
“The interpenetrating of psychic forces creates at the same time individuals and society.
Therefore, the individual is not a unit but a centre of forces (both centripetal and centrifugal), and
consequently society is not a collection of units but a complex of radiating and converging,
crossing and recrossing energies. In other words we are learning to think of society as a psychic
process.” (NS 75).
Later, in “Creative Experience”, she wrote,
“Life is an organising process, each complex is organised with others into a higher complex. Each
organisation simplifies, but only to take its part in further complexity. The tissue of life is
elaborating; the concept gives us unity, simplicity; we may make full use of its unity and simplicity
if we understand the elaboration from which it has come. Life is enriched by collaboration with all
the powers of the universe. Man lives on several planes. and his development depends on the
uniting of them.” (CE145) and “Whether we care most for our way or your way, or for the whole
psychic significance of that which is connected by myriad threads with every other situation in
life.” (CE190).
When discussing organisations and management Follett mostly talked of ‘business’. She valued business
management. “It is among businessmen (not all but a few) that I find the greatest vitality of thinking today”
(F&C xi). Follett became excited by business, she said, because that was “where the most interesting ideas
were being tried.”
Purpose
Mary Follett talked frequently and passionately about the importance of purpose to a person and to any
organisation. She said,
“you cannot integrate the parts of your business successfully unless you have your purpose
clearly defined” (DA 261).
She praised the Rowntree company in York,
“This company has found a way a way of making its employees share in a common purpose, of
making them feel a joint responsibility, co-partners in a common enterprise.” (F&C 27).
In 1925 she gave a series of lectures inaugurating the Bureau of Personnel Administration in New York. Her
first lecture (DA 117) was “How must business management develop in order to possess the essentials of a
profession?”
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She began her talk,
“The word “profession” connotes for most people a foundation of science and a motive of service.
That is, a profession is said to rest on the basis of a proved body of knowledge, and such
knowledge is supposed to be used in the service of others rather than merely for one’s own
purposes.” She wondered, “How far does business management rest on scientific foundations?
and “How can it become more scientific?”
“Truly scientific management”
Follett attributed the movement toward “truly scientific management” to five factors (DA 122):
1. Efficient management must replace the exploitation of natural resources, “whose day is now nearly
over”.
2. Keener competition.
3. Scarcity of labour.
4. A broader conception of the ethics of human relations.
5. The growing idea of business as a public service which carries with it a sense of responsibility for its
efficient conduct.
Follett’s ‘truly’ above distinguishes her notion of ‘scientific’
from

FW

Taylor’s

“The

Principles

of

Scientific

Management” (SM), which, by the 1920s, was being
espoused by “business owners” and was appalling workers
and unions. Taylor had got his “Scientific Management”
slogan from his lawyer Louis Brandeis in 1910. Brandeis
helped Taylor get his ideas across as a counter to the
arbitrary ‘bossism’ of management at the turn of the
19th/20th century. To that extent Taylor and Follett
probably agreed. Brandeis, later a friend of Follett’s, soon
came to realise that Taylor had little consideration for
humanity in managing.

F W Taylor (Wikimedia Commons)

Taylor said, (SM iv) “In the past, man was first. In the future the system must be first.” His rhetoric appealed
to bosses, essentially in assuming a Newtonian worldview in which everything is separable and analysable,
with fixed positions and trajectories; bosses could be omniscient and failures caused by workers not doing as
bidden. By contrast, Follett cited Einstein when she said
“the ablest business man or social worker, or statesmen or worker in any field looks at an
“environmental complex”, sees the solution of his problems depending on the interacting of the
elements of that complex … I believe the principle of relativity in the realm of social theory will
displace as many of our old ideas in the social sciences as Einstein has in the natural sciences.”
(P&C 81).
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Another key difference between Follett and Taylor is shown in his comments about men’s “natural laziness”
(SM 7) and the need for prescription, supervision, incentivisation and sanctions to control and motivate
workers. That reminded me of the first ‘management development' event I attended in 1979, about
“Motivation”, organised by The Industrial Society. The speakers actually focused on ‘disciplinary procedures’,
’performance management’ and sanctions rather than on the advertised topic. When I asked why no-one
talked about what actually does motivate people at work, I got blank looks till one person said, “I don’t know if
he's a flipping optimist or an idealist, but he wouldn’t last long where I work.”
Follett did not believe people are naturally lazy, but that they don’t like being told what to do. She said people
are willing to obey when they “recognise the demand of the situation.” (F&C 20) I felt for that. I was once sent
home from school because the teachers wouldn’t say, “Please”. So, naturally, I wouldn’t do what they told me
to (though, on reflection, I may not have grasped the totality …). She said,
“We often forget that usually the worker’s greatest pleasure is the satisfaction of having done the
best of which he was capable.” (F&C 21).
Follett divided business management into 1) “production and distribution” and 2) ”how to deal fairly and
fruitfully with one’s fellows”. She noted, “The latter is often thought to be a gift which some possess and some
do not” (DA 123), but she did not believe in the ‘gift’ of competence.
Follett counters Oliver Sheldon’s assertion that
“there can be no science of cooperation” with
“You cannot have successful cooperation until you have worked out methods of cooperation - by
experiment after experiment, by a comparing of experiments, by a pooling of results.” (DA 123).
In her lecture, “The Profession of Management” (DA 144), Mary Follett says,
“Conscious organisation is the great spiritual task of man.” She goes on, “Organisation is what
separates mediocre endeavour from high endeavour. No one has a better opportunity than the
business manager to take part in this, the highest endeavour of the human race.” And she
continues, “We work for profit, for service, for our own development, for the love of creating
something. At any one moment most of us are not working directly for any of these, but to put
through the job in hand in the best possible manner.”

How Mary influenced my OD practice
Follett passionately believed in OD decades before the phrase was coined. She said,
“It has been hard for many old-fashioned employers to understand that orders will not take the
place of training. I want to italicise that.” (DA 53); and then, intriguingly, “In history, the aftermath
of all revolutions shows us the results of lack of training.”
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Later she says,
“it is by organizing experience that we transform experience into power, and that is what
experience is for, to be made into power … and this is the task of the leader in any business or
industry.” (DA 258).
Follett dismissed the idea that personality determines leadership success, telling her audience, “Don’t exploit
your personality. Learn your job.” (DA 272).
Creative conflict
Parts of my OD career that I found most interesting were to do with seeking to resolve conflict in
organisations. The pattern that I found most often was that the ‘warring’ parties rarely actually disagreed with
each other. They had usually misperceived and misunderstood the other. Then each stopped listening and
started judging the other more or less disintegrating their organisation. Follett would exhort people to atomise
the sources of their differences and invite them to re-integrate the fragments together in a different pattern to
see if there could be a new and stronger unity created. She described these as ‘plusvalents'. She wrote,
“A dynamic psychology gives us instead of equivalents, plusvalents … Progressive experience on
every level means the creating of plusvalents.” (CE 73).
Notions of leadership
Follett’s conception of society and organisations, which are themselves both inherently social and which
‘interpenetrate’ with their host society, helps me to understand how and why she thinks that integrating
difference without losing the difference is the only way to generate real sustainable power. Indeed, the prime
purpose of all organising is to enable people to achieve things together that they cannot achieve alone. Thus
an important measure of organisational development is how much it increases the organisation’s power.
Follett described the work of a leader as to generate communal power by integrating people’s differences
without losing those differences. I agree that anyone who does that is existentially a leader, regardless of
whatever formal role they may be holding at the time.
The power of good questioning
Follett believed that the essence of organisation is the dynamic “interpenetrating” of “centres of forces”, that
“complex of radiating and converging, crossing and rerecording energies”. If so, the activities that develop
organisations best are those that raise people’s mutual awareness and which demonstrate valuing others’
views; for example, asking questions, as well as listening to and integrating the responses. The power of
questioning - to integrate people psychically and to demonstrate their importance to their organisation - is so
obvious that it has always amazed me how rarely it is practised.
Integrating cultural perspectives
Mary Follett crossed the Atlantic often, to London and many of the capitals of Europe, always learning,
progressively experiencing, increasing her own power and that of everyone she met. She integrated the
values and experiences of the Old and New Worlds in a generative fusion that remains relevant.
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For me, Mary Follett has been a wonderful guide through the challenges of integrating notions of dynamic
complexity with practical guidance on how to manage, integrate and develop experience, people and
organisations. With her stories and acute insights she has been a good friend and mentor. So, when I wonder
about any social or management topic today, I ask myself, “What would Mary think?”

Cunard’s RMS Mauretania, 1906 (image published by F Logghe)
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