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Business Process Reengineering (BPR) is set to become the most int1uential management idea, 
or fad, of the 1990s.1 Most commentaries on Business Process Reengineering are written by 
enthusiasts, consultants or journalists in the business and computing journals (see Grey and Mitev 
[1994] and Jones [ 1994a] for extensive citations of these). When, more rarely, BPR is subjected 
to critical scrutiny, attention has been focused upon such questions as its distinctiveness (e.g., 
Rigby 1993; Grint 1994), its practical application (e.g., Taylor and Williams 1993) or its relevance 
and implications for specific practices (e.g., Computer Supported Cooperative Work: Pycock 
et al. 1993) and specialisrns (e.g., Human Resource Management: Willmott 1994). In this paper, 
we are more concerned with the ethos and ideals favoured, conveyed and promoted by leading 
proponents of BPR. 

A focus upon BPR's ethos and ideals locates our analysis in an emergent literature that examines 
the disciplinary significance of management theories, programs and techniques (e.g., Rose 1990; 
Willmott 1993)- theories that involve not only "there-imagination of the organization" (du Gay 
and Salaman 1992, p. 616) but also there-imagination of the employee. Whatever view is taken 
about its distinguishing features or its effectiveness, BPR conuibutes to a climate of thinking 
about, accounting for, and mobilising people and change in organizations and society: 

Much of the current hysteria over labels such as "the new organization" and 
"empowerment" can be seen as an attempt to lend new energy to the collective 

'Jones (1994a, p. I} reports that it has ben described in Business Week as "the hottest management concept since 
the quality movement" and that the Financial Times quotes forl!Casts of a worldwide market for BPR products growing 
at a rate of 46% per annum to reach $2.2 billion by 1996. 

W. J. Orlikowski et al. (eds.), Information Technology and Changes in Organizational Work
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enterprises that have recently found themselves in a period of doubt and 
realignment. In their daily practice, managers use labels and concepts as they see 
fit, as part of their ongoing use of language to coax, inspire, demand and 
otherwise produce action in their organizations. [Eccles and Nohria 1990, pp. 29-
30] 

The study of how ideas are translated, through the media of managerial and organizational 
ideologies, into actions is an important focus for empirical research into how BPR is being 
interpreted and applied in organizations. As we note in our concluding remarks, there is a need 
for in-depth empirical research on the application of BPR -especially studies that are attentive 
to how its claims and prescriptions are interpreted within the social and organizational aspects of 
its use, and which can thereby provide a critical perspective upon it~ effects upon people as well 
as its consequences for social and cultural development as well as for productivity and 
employment However, it is also important to scrutinise the contents of new ideas or fads, not 
least because they at once articulate, amplify and intluence broader process of social and 
economic development. In effect, the gurus and consultants are the policy advisors of the modem 
corporation. The prognostications, prescriptions and presentations of gurus and consultants 
provide a major resource of meaning, identity and power for the managers of modem 
corporations (Knights and Morgan 1991; Hucyzynski 1993). In addition to proffering a language 
for interpreting what "is" happening, they prescribe for what "should" happen. It is with these 
ideas that academics must engage if they are to participate in the equivalent of policy debates in 
the field of management and organization. 

To this end, the intention of this paper is to contlihute to a process of reflection upon the 
assumptions and prescriptions contained within BPR, focusing specifically upon the claims of its 
leading proponents, notably Michael Hammer, to promote a new fonn of employee accountabil
ity. We begin by locating BPR within the culture of enterprise, including its advocacy of IT to 
secure dramatic, revolutionary change that liberates work from bureaucratic custom and practice. 
Drawing upon a framework developed within the work of du Gay and Salaman, we consider 
BPR's technological, political and ethical dimensions. We then utilise the distinction between 
hierarchical and socializing accountability, devised hy Robert~ ( 1991) and elaborated hy Munro 
and Hatherley (1993), to scrutinise BPR's claims to establish a new and seemingly empowering 
fonn of accountability. Returning to the work of du Gay and Salaman. we then identify a number 
of intemal contradictions within BPR which suggest that the translation of its prescriptions into 
practice is likely to encounter unanticipated difficulties and resistance. Such "problems" arise, 
we argue, not only from the endemic difticulty of providing a complete or comprehensive 
representation of the complex, politically-charged world of organizations hut, more importantly, 
because the realization of BPR's ambitions is contingent upon employees' unequivocal 
identification with the values of a putative culture of enterprise. However, enterprise culture is 
increasingly a target of critique as diverse social and economic problems are traced to its 
unbridled and uncaring reliance upon market mechanisms in the name of "meeting the demands 
of the 'sovereign' consumer" (Keat 1991, p. 3). In a situation of high unemployment that is likely 
to continue, in part as a consequence of reengineering programs, employees may he frightened 
into complying with the radical changes advocated by leading BPR gurus, especially if, 
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paradoxically, these changes are perceived to secure their prospects of employment. However, 
BPR requires more than compliance: it demands a commitment from staff to realize organiza

tional objectives that are assumed to be shared, unproblematically, by all employees. 

1. BPR AND THE CULTURE OF ENTERPRISE 

The domain of management and organization has been repeatedly assailed by prescriptions for 
change - sometimes characterized as fashions and fads - that revolutionize the organization 
of collective productive activity or, at least, to replenish the p01tfolio of managerial rhetoric. 
Historically, each new prescription for enhancing the efficiency and/or effectiveness of productive 
activity leaves an imprint upon our thinking about management and organizations. "Scientific 
management" (Taylor 1911) encouraged and legitimized the idea that employees should be 
understood and treated as rational economic beings who willingly execute instructions so long 
as a rational schedule of material rewards activated their compliance. "Human relations" ideas 
(e.g., Mayo 1949) have suggested that productive activity is impeded so long as the design of 
work disregards the sentiments of employees. Subsequently, interpersonal processes and socio
technical arrangements were identified as a neglected area of managerial surveillance and 
expertise (e.g., Likert 1961; Trist eta!. 1963). More recently, the advocates of Corporate 
Culturism have sought to confine or sequester (Giddens 1991) the possibilities for self
actualization (e.g., McGregor 1960) within a single, unifmm culture in which each employee is 
encouraged to identify with, and demonstrate a commitment to, values ascribed by top 
management (e.g., Peters and Waterman 1982; see Willmott 1993). 

Current managerial thinking and themizing has been distinguished by an emphasis upon the 
development of organizational cultures and personnel that are "enterprising" in the sense that they 
are geared to meeting the demands of the sovereign consumer who is deemed to be increasingly 
knowledgeable, discerning, and spoiled for choice. Free markeL~, tlexibility, the freedom of 
capital to introduce new technologies and shed labor, the right of employers to use workers free 
from "archaic" restrictions from unions, legislation, or bureaucracy, and the search for individual 
satisfaction through competition - these are the slogans that resonate strongly with the nco
liberal, non-interventionist governments of most advanced capitalist societies, especially the US 
and the UK. The enterprise politics of the New Right and managerial developments such as 
Excellence, TQM and, most recently, BPR are inseparably linked and mutually reinforcing. Only 
a free market system allows purchasers (customers buying products, organizations buying 
supplies, or producers buying labor) to secure the best possible deal. Regulations impose 
restrictions and inhibit flexibility, a point made by Hammer in relation to the need for a "free" 
labor market: "I don't want to have to write a job desctiption for a position in order to get it by 
some government bureaucrat to make sure I am being fair in its application. I don't want to 
define what the job requires" (Hammer in Karlgaard 1993, p. 74). Within this political framework 
of unrestricted competition and free markets, the Customer Is King; and there is no bigger 
customer than the mass purchaser of labor and supplies: the reengineered organization. 

With regard to contemporary recipes and programs of organi:r.ational change, du Gay and 
Salaman note how they are permeated by the idea of the sovereign consumer: 
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The common element of these programs is that they argue the need to impose the 
model of the customer-supplier relationship on internal organizational relations, 
so departments now behave as if they were actors in a market, workers treat each 
other as if they were customers, and customers are treated as if they were 
managers. [1992, p. 619, emphasis added)] 

TQM, the widely adopted recipe for organizational change prior to the advent of BPR, celebrates 
the sovereignty of the external customer as employees arc enjoined continuously to develop ways 
of improving the quality of products or services. Within its recipe, TQM urges employees to look 
upon each other as links in a customer-supplier chain, with each "customer" monitoring the 
quality of its "supplier," including the demands that employees make upon employers. The 
customization of work is reaffirmed in BPR: 

The conflict is now between labor and the customer. In the old days, when you 
had the company - the supplier - conu·olling the market, Samuel Gompers 
could go to the manager and get red in the face and say, "Damn it, give me more 
or I'm going to fight you." That was reasonable. Today, the manager says, 
'What are you arguing with me for. Go talk to the customer. If I give you more, 
I have to raise prices, and the customer will leave us both. [Hammer quoted in 
Kiely 1994] 

In a global market, where only the fittest are deemed to survive, the retention of practices that 
deny the sovereignty of the customer is said to spell death for corporate dinosaurs: there is 
always another company waiting to "build a wall" in front of you to leave you "lying injured on 
the ground" (Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 35). Managers are told that they simply must 
reengineer. Organizing around processes of value to the customer, in contrast, it is claimed, 
eliminates all the old problems as it improves "innovation, speed, service and quality," the 
corporate "watchwords of the new decade" (Hammer 1990, p. 1 04). 

1.1 The Accountability Revolution? 

The most recent and currently fashionable recipe for managerial success is Business Process 
Reengineering (or Redesignffransformation, etc.). The promise of BPR, as articulated by 
Michael Hammer, is to achieve revolutionary organizational change. This it aspires to realize by 
reintegrating and compressing work that is fragmented within a specialized, bureaucratic division 
oflabor. According to its leading proponents, BPR heralds a "new beginning."2 

For two hundred years people have founded and built companies around Adam 
Smith's brilliant discovery that industrial work should be broken down into its 
simplest and most basic tasks. In the postindustrial age we are now entering, 
corporations will be founded and built around the idea of reunifying those tasks 
into coherent business processes. [Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 2) 

'As the advocates ofBPR attempt to out-hype their predecessors and rivals. they place themselves, in effect, outside 
ofhistory(seeGrint 1994). 
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Reengineering, its advocates contend, is not just another short-lived management fad (Hammer 
and Champy 1993, Filipowski 1993). Nor is it a continuation of historically rooted industrial 
practice. Rather it is the "radical," "fundamental," and "dramatic" solution to corporate under
competitiveness (Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 33). Continuing compliance with the principles 
established by Adam Smith, albeit with incremental improvements secured by the likes ofTQM 
and JIT, is identified as the principal cause of competitive decline since they cannot deliver the 
"quantum leaps in performance" (Hammer 1990, p. 105) necessary to compete successfully. 
Organizing around tasks, it is argued, can only perpetuate endemic problems of sectarian thinking, 
inflexibility, blurring of accountability, hierarchy, bureaucracy and poor service. As Hammer has 
reportedly encapsulated the philosophy of BPR: "Its basically taking an ax and a machine gun 
to your existing organization" (Computerworld, 24 January 1994 cited in Strassmann 1994, p. 
37). 

By obliterating established divisions of labor in favor of a "process-miented" approach, BPR 
claims to provide the ultimate solution to the perennial managerial problem of employee 
recalcitrance: the inclination of employees to deline and pursue their own (sectional) goals and 
interests rather than realize the goals that are ascribed to them by corporate management. In the 
traditional organization, Hammer declares, 

people tend to substitute the narrow goals of their particular department for the 
larger goals of the process as a whole. When work is handed off from person to 
person and unit to unit, delays and errors are inevitable. Accountability blurs, and 
critical issues fall between the cracks. [ 1990, p. I Oll, emphasis added] 

To repeat, Hammer is dismissive of effom to make incremental improvements in established work 
practices, as commended by the purveyors ofTQM. or even of using new technology to automate 
such practices, as widely advocated by (J)IT specialists. By harnessing the power of information 
and communication technologies (ICTs), BPR envisions a completely new approach to the 
organiwtion of work in which employee accountability changes from hierarchy to collegiality, 
and in which outputs are governed by processes that are geared exclusively to the "needs" of 
customers. In the reengineered organization, the substitution of naiTow goals for larger ones is 
no longer deemed to be a problem because work is (re)dcsigned around the process as a whole 
rather than around individual tasks. In principle, at least, the work of each employee is then 
totally integrated into the business process so that s/he is by definition creating "an output that 
is of value to the customer'' (Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 15). Organizational redesign around 
processes places "accountability to the customer" right at the heart of work. 

In response to the claims made for BPR by its leading advocates, various commentators have 
suggested that they are absurdly inflated and grandiose. For example, Rigby ( 1993, p. 25), argues 
that BPR is not so much "a spanking new discovery" (any pun intended?) as a re-invention and 
recombination of elements of the managerial imagination- notably, the idea that successful 
operation in a turbulent, uncertain environment requires a more organic. flatter organization and, 
relatedly, that in a world of saturated markets and excessive productive capacity, companies must 
become more customer-focused. Grint identities histmical examples of all of Hammer and 
Champy's professedly "revolutionary" proposals, linding that "few, if any, are actually 
innovations, least of all radical innovations that would suppmt the hype" ( 1994, p. 191 ). We are 
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also persuaded that there is nothing radically new about the elemenL~ of BPR. However, we 
suggest that the combination and thrust of its elemcnL~ is distinctive and challenging, not least 
because BPR (I) makes central the role of infmmation and communication technology in 
programs of organi7.ational change that emphasize the importance of "customer focus" and (ii) 
bucks the recent trend toward an ideology of increased employee involvement in organi1.ational 
change (e.g., in Excellence and TQM) as it reaflinns a Taylorist or Fordist ideology in which 
employees are slotted into rccngineered systems - an interpretation that is supported by 
commentators who usefully identify links between BPR and the tencL~ of Industrial Engineering 
(e.g., Wilkinson 1991 ). A further differentiating feature of BPR, at least in the work of (aptly 
named) Hammer is the use of aggressive and violent language to communicate the message (sec 
Stra.ssmann 1984). We now seek to expand upon this claim by examining BPR in the light of the 
"technological," "political" and "ethical" dimensions of enterprise culture identitied by du Gay 
and Salaman (p. 630). 

1.2 Technology in BPR 

Du Gay and Salaman draw upon the work of Laclau (1990) to suggest that the discourse of 
enterprise emerged during the 1980s as a "nodal point" which simultaneously brought together 
and served to articulate diverse complainL~ about social institutions and offered a program for 
remedying their deficiencies. By forging a series of linkages between the "technological, the 
"political" and the "ethical," enterprise discourse is understood to provide "a seemingly coherent 
design for the radical transformation of social, cultural and economic arrangements, and a 
seductive ethics of the self' (du Gay and Salaman 1992, p. 630). By focusing in turn upon the 
"technological," the "political" and the "ethical," we suggest that, in the sphere of work and 
organization, BPR operates in a similar fashion. 

When explming the technological dimension of enterprise culture within organizations, du Gay 
and Salaman (pp. 624, 629; see al~o du Gay 1991, p. 50) refer exclusively to social technologies, 
such as de-layering, the creation of project teams, 4uality circles, assessment centers, appraisal 
systems and so on. We have already noted that BPR incorporates or accommodates many of 
these technologies. In addition, it identities information technology as the facilitator of 
innovation and change. In contrast to the champions of Excellence and TQM who identify social 
technologies as ptincipal means whereby "vatious authorities seek to shape, normalize and 
instrumentalize the conduct of persons in order to achieve the ends they postulate as desirable" 
(du Gay and Salan1an 1992, p. 629), much of the BPR literature adopts an "essentially technical 
model of IS and organizations" (Jones 1994b, p. 357), 3 in which !CTs basically drive the 
reengineered effort. Hammer for instance elevates ICTs to the status of being "the critical 
enabler" of reengineeting (Hammer in Karlgaard 1993, p. 74, emphasis added). It is information 

311 should be noted that some authors have identified various "slrands" of I3PR (e.g., Jones 1994b); not all I3PR 
proponents, for instance, stress ihe role of ICTs to the sam~ degree. l3l'R is nol a perfL'Ctly coherent ideology, and 
contradictions can be found between dillerelll accounls of l3l'R and .:wn wilhin one account or hook (e.g., Hammer and 
Champy 1993) and cenainly between different "recnginccrcd" organizalions. However, despite the differences in 
emphasis between different accounts, we believe that ihe ethos aml ideals of l3l'R can still he identified anu !hat lhese 
ethos and ideals arc a product of, mtd contribtllor to, the wider "culiure of cttlerprise" within which BI'R is inescapably 
bound. For the purposes of such an analysis of ihc ideals and clhos of IlPR, therefore, we treat Ill'R as consistent. 
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technology, not workers, managers or customers etc, which "permits companies to reengineer 
business processes" (Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 83). 

For Hammer (1990, p. 104), information technology and reengineedng are virtually synonymous: 
reengineering means using "the power of modem infmmation technology to radically redesign 
our business processes," an equivalence that is not entirely surptising given Hammer's 
background in Computer Science and the suggestion that the IT industry created the BPR market 
(Earl and Khan 1994, p. 22). Technology, rather than the interpretation of its value and role 
developed by human beings, is identified as the principal dtiver of change- a view that is most 
forcefully expressed in an interview with Hammer published in Forbes Magazine (Karlgaard 
1993, p. 75): 

It is my firm belief that we have not even scratched the surface of what informa
tion technology is going to do to organizations and businesses. We're going to 
look back 50 years from now and laugh at everything that's been done with 
computers today. We're going to say, That's what they thought computers were 
for? What simpletons! 

For the leading advocates of BPR, the development and application of Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICTs) is productive of new ways of organizing that elicit, or at 
least provide the conditions of possibility for, the full emergence of (more) enterprising employees 
who are liberated by ICTs from the (bureaucratic) custom and practice that, Hammer and 
Charnpy contend, has dominated work organization since Adam Smith established the principle 
of the division of labor in the Wealth of Nations. 

When a process is reengineered, jobs evolve from nan·ow and task-odentated to 
multidimensional. People who once did as they were instructed now make 
choices and decisions on their own instead. Assembly-line work disappears. 
Functional departments lose their reasons for being. Managers stop acting like 
supervisors and behave more like coaches. Workers focus more on the custom
ers' needs and less on their bosses'. Attitudes and values change in response to 
new incentives. Practically every aspect of the organization is transformed, often 
beyond recognition. [Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 65] 

Of course, the idea that ICTs are capable of transfmming work has stimulated the managerial 
imagination for a decade or more. By suggesting how the power of ICTs might be harnessed to 
secure this transformation, BPR appeals to, and inflates. this clement of the imagination in a way 
that resonates strongly with contemporary anxieties and oppmtunities. Instead of pursuing 
productivity and flexibility gains incrementally through tht: rdint:d management of people, for 
example, through "better human relations" or the development of a" stronger culture," radical 
improvements are promised primarily through the effe~.:tive usc of ICTs- the technical fix
to reengineer business processes. In sum, BPR is presented/marketed as the vanguard of a 
revolution that mobilizes the power of ICTs to liberate organizations from "the assumptions 
inherent in Adam Smith's industrial paradigm" (Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 49). Instead of 
promoting "Human Relations" and "Corporate Cultutism" to produce incremental gains in 
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competitive advantage, elements of their philosophies are approptiatcd as a means of realizing the 
full potential of BPR once the reengineered systems have been designed and "put in place." 

1.3 Politics in BPR 

In common with other strands of contemporary managetial theory, such as Excellence and TQM, 
BPR celebrates the idea of free markets and unresuicted competition. The unconstrained 
discipline of the market is assumed to he most compatible with the fulll1owering of enterprise 
culture to which reengineering is intended to make a "quantum leap" contribution. According 
to Hammer, "You are forced to do reengineering because of your competition, your customers 
and where your market is headed" (Hammer in Karlgaard 1993, p. 7 4 ). This quote highlights the 
importance of competition and markets to BPR. However it should not he thought that BPR is 
a passive follower of competition. Nor is competition regarded as an unfortunate evil that must 
be accommodated. Reengineering professes to address, and even solve, the problems 
organizations currently face as a consequence of (desuuctive and inefficient) restricted 
competition. For BPR, competition is unquestionably desirable (Grey and Mitev 1994) since it 
means that only the worlds best organizations survive: "Good performers drive out the inferior, 
because the lower price, highest quality, the best service available from any one of them soon 
becomes the standard for all competitors" (Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 21 ). 

To realize this vision, markets must he cleansed of hun:aucracy, legislation and other controls. 
Just as individual consumers in this "age of the customer" (Hammer 1990, p. I 04) tell suppliers 
"what they want, when they want it, how they want it, and what they will pay" (Hammer and 
Champy 1993, p. 18), so too should the leaders of organizations decide unilaterally how work 
is to be organized, who stays and who goes, and how those that stay are to he rewarded. Control 
over the big issues of organizational life (such as who is to have a job, what job, and for how 
long) is unequivocal, non-negotiable and rightfully (we might also add "tyrannically") vested in 
senior positions within the hierarchy. 

At the same time, the individualizing ethic promoted by the management techniques of the 1980s 
- notably TQM, which institutionalizes employee self-surveillance, and Corporate Culturism, 
which expects each individual to exercise discretion in ways that are consistent with a set of 
corporate values - is consolidated and extended in BPR hy its professedly revolutionary 
approach to organization in which such virtues can, at last, he fully realized. In common with 
previous techniques, BPR aspires to reinforce the (bourgeois humanist) representation of 
individuals as essentially free agents who crave greater freedom for self-expression and autonomy 
by equating the satisfaction of these cravings with unconditional commitment to, and participation 
in, the realization of its Brave Productive Regime. Becoming a "better" person is equated with 
becoming a more fulfilled employee and becoming a more fullilled employee is conditional upon 
embracing the new working practices ofBPR. In BPR, scll~rcalinnion is represented as a process 
in which individual employees identify themselves as sovereign consumers of employment 
opportunities that can "better" the individual self.4 

'Or, as du Gay and Salaman (p. 627) put it, "The employee, just as much as the sovereign consumer, is represented 
as an individual in search of meaning and fulfilment, looking to 'add value' in every sphere of existence." 
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BPR is a radical intensifier of competition which owes its existence and appeal to a broader 
enterprise discourse that celebrates unrestricted, free market, competition. It is the claim to 
provide such "benefits" that, perversely, endows BPR with the moral authority to impel managers 
to use unbridled managerial control to impose its requirements. As du Gay and Salaman (p. 623) 
note, corporations become truly enterprising only when they fully adhere to "the moral 
obligation ... to become obsessed with staying close to the customer, and thus with achieving 
continuous business improvement." The champions of BPR endorse this view but argue that only 
the reengineering of business processes enables the managers of modem corporations to 
discharge their "moral obligations." In sum, and in common with other contemporary 
management techniques, it mobilizes the language of market.~ to intensify competitive pressures 
within as well as between organizations. Reengineering, done well, is understood to transfonn 
the basis of competition in an industry (Hammer in Filipowski 1993, p. 48L) and a prime reason 
for reengineering is the creation of a business environment that will intimidate prospective new 
entrants and severely disadvantage established competitors. 

1.4 Ethics in BPR 

The "politics" in BPR is aligned with a particular representation of people's desires, values, 
actions and relationships: the dimension of"ethics." In BPR, workers are understood to occupy 
a position subservient to the needs of the market and the need of the organization to be 
competitive. In this way the "75% reduction in head count" at Ford can be celebrated and 
justified because it benefits the customer and meets the organization's need to be competitive 
more effectively than the mere 20% redundancies conventional programs would have provided 
(Hammer 1990, p. 106). This suggests that BPR represents employees principally as a cost to 
be cut. However, as we shall see, BPR also represents workers as autonomous individuals who 
fmd fulfilment, satisfaction and a sense of meaning through work in the reengineered flll11. 
Indeed, employee empowennent and satisfaction are claimed to be "unavoidable consequences 
of reengineered processes" (Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 71 ). 

When addressing the issue of employment (in)security, which is a consequence of many 
reengineering programs, individuals are infonned that they can reduce the risk of redundancy by 
ensuring that they acquire the attitudes (e.g., flexibility, mobility) and skills (continuous extension 
and retraining) relevant for reengineered organizations. The message to remaining staff is that 
the redundancy offellow employees is not problematic because that is some other person's plight; 
it doesn't, or shouldn't, affect their personal situation (indeed, it may be construed to enhance 
it) any more than the failure of another consumer to buy an item affects their capacity to 
purchase. The positive relationship between workers and work, like the "need" to make 
redundancies is represented in tenns of the atomized yet equitable operation of the market. 
Empowennent, autonomy and a sense of identity are treated as commodities, offered for sale by 
the gurus of reengineering and the leaders of reengineeling programs, purchasable by the 
v•orker's labor, and purchased individually: work in the reengineered finn is an individual act 
of acquiring skill and deriving meaning. As Glint ( 1994, p. 198) has observed, the world of 
reengineering presents golden "opportunities for boot.~trappers": "The reengineered future is not 
the land of the sullen or lethargic employee but the dedicated corporate warrior; it is a 
reengineered neo-feudalism, a total way of life." 
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Those who are "reengineered out" get little attention from the proponents of BPR. According 
to its market logic, the "rejects" simply failed to make the grade: they failed to acquire what the 
reengineered organization wanted to buy. Those who can sell what the organization wants to buy 
are valued, but all others are marginalized and excluded. The marginalization of the "value-less" 
- those lacking the requisite purchasing power - is shamelessly displayed in Hammer's 
characterization of those made redundant by reenginee1ing as "semiliterate" and/or "lazy" 
(Hammer in Karlgaard 1993, p. 70). 

1.5 Discussion 

Like enterprise discourse, BPR collects elements of the technological, political and ethical into 
a "powerful critique of contemporary institutional reality" (du Gay and Salaman 1992, p. 630) 
as it purports to present a new and radical challenge to the bureaucratic plinciples and practices 
that, since Adam Smith's Wealth of Nations, have dominated the organization of work. 
However, BPR does not seek to challenge Smith's liberal political philosophy in which the ends 
of increased productivity, cheaper products and greater protits justify the means of skill 
fragmentation and degradation. Rather BPR promises to revitalize the means of finally fulfilling 
Smith's agenda by using a combination of new technology, integrated work processes and 
"empowered" employees to obliterate inefliciencies incUin:d by highly fragmented and specialized 
divisions of labor. 

The vision of BPR is totalizing. It aspires to realize a complete transfOimation of the world of 
work. In this process, the culture of enterprise is boosted by BPR' s obliteration of elements that 
currently moderate and impede entrepreneurialism and the dynamic operation of markets. 
Overcoming the lack of reengineeling is deemed to provide the means of perfecting the system 
so that contradictory elements are finally eliminated. Or, as Hammer ( 1990, p. 112) champions 
the BPR case for revolutionary change: 

We must have the boldness to imagine taking n days out of an 80-day turn
around time, cutting 75% of overhead, and eliminating 80% of eiTOrs. These are 
not unrealistic goals. If managers have the vision, rccngineciing will provide a 
way. 

However, an unimpeded realization of the BPR vision is improbable on two counts - one 
transcendental, the other immanent. The transcendental reason is that reengineeling discourse 
will never overcome its partial and perspectival quality. What du Gay ( 1990) has said of the 
enterplise discourse in contemporary society can be applied to BPR discourse: namely, that "lack 
of re-engineering" appears to be "a foreign body introducing corruption into the pure, sound 
social fabric" (p. 57). Drawing upon the ideas of Lac an, du Gay observes that "the Real"- in 
this case, the complexity and perversity of organizational relations - defies all attempts to 
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represent and control it.5 There is always a residue, or surplus, which is routinely disregarded or 
displaced- a residue which continuously threatens to unsettle its plausibility. 

However, the lack of reengineering can also be interpreted as indicative of the limits of its 
fulfl.lment within a system where labor is treated as a disposable commodity and employees 
commitment to "reengineering" practices is likely to be, at best, ambivalent. The focus here is 
upon the immanent - historically and materially contingent - nature of the discourse of 
enterprise- a contingency which opens upon "the possibility of its transformation" (du Gay and 

Salaman 1992, p. 631 ). In this analysis, it is not simply that change is made possible by the 
(transcendental) impossibility of closure. In addition, the authority of a discourse is deemed to 

be contingent upon the context of its emergence- for example, the ascendence of enterprise 
discourse is deemed to be "predicated upon the visible failure of the welfare state's own utopia" 
(du Gay and Salaman 1992, p. 631 ). If this is so, then it is to be anticipated that any perceived 
failure of the enterprise (or reengineering) discourse to realize its own utopia will actively support 
the emergence, and boost the credibility of, an altemative discourse that might attribute failure 

to "a lack of community." This possibility is nicely illustrated in Watson's (1994) In Search of 

Management, where one manager reports that he had no answer to an operator who asked how 

he (the operator) is expected to give of his best when he could be made redundant at any minute. 
As the manager recounted this episode to Watson: 

How the hell can you preach this tlexibility, this development, at the same time as 
you are getting rid? As someone said to me yesterday- an operator- "Why 
am I in here now doing the best I can, getting this product out, when tomorrow 
morning you can give me a brown envelope." I had no answer. [Watson 1994, 
p. 125] 

In the following section, we seek to make more transparent and accessible for debate the 

formulation and treatment of people by BPR. We take this as a focus because, in common with 
previous programs for organizational change, this L~ where the realization of the pristine technicist 
vision is most likely to encounter stubborn "residues" (see above) that it will struggle to neutralize 
or absorb. BPR purports to advance a shift away from hierarchical toward more horizontal and 
egalitarian forms of accountability, where managers arc "coaches" not bosses. But, as we shall 

see, for all its shimmering humanistic rhetoric of empowerment, Hammer's f01mulation of BPR 
is founded upon an authoritarian negation of any shift in which employees arc identified and 

treated as factors of production who must simply accede to the "obliteration" of established 

practices (Hammer 1990, p. 105), including their jobs. Even for those remaining in employment, 

there is the prospect of an intensification of eff01t as elements of supervisory activity are 
(re)integrated into their work and the (relative) secmity provided by contracts tied to specific jobs 
is eroded by pressures to work more flexibly and cooperatively. Indeed, as we noted earlier, the 
BPR call to obliterate established practices includes the obliteration of regulations that provided 

employees with a valued measure of security and predictability. 

'Every attempt to reflect the "Real" is thwaned hy what Laclau anti Moufk ( 1985) and Laclau, ( 1990) tenn an 

antagonism - a kernel at the hean of such cffons to reflect the "Real" that is resistant to "symbolic integration

dissolution" (Ziiek 1989, p. 3, cited in du Gay 1991, p. 57; sec also Zii.ek 1990 in Laclau 1990). It is this antagonism, 

they argue, that is productive of residues that make possible the co-existence anti plausibility of other counter discourses. 
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2. ACCOUNTABILITY IN THE REENGINEERED 
CORPORATION 

The nature of employee accountability, according to the BPR gurus, is radically changed in a 
reengineered organization. These "radical" changes in accountability threaten to transform not 
just organizational structure, patterns of authority, or even managerial thinking, but also the 
"economic citizenship" of the worker (Miller and O'Leary 1993, p. 197). It is claimed that the 
reengineered corporation frees workers from the outdated, constraining practices of traditional 
organizations. Employees are co-equal rather than coerced. Employees control their own work 
and support their teams of co-equal colleagues. Few managers exist, and those that do act as 
coaches, helping teams and individuals to achieve the best results they can. Workers are not 
accountable to managers, but instead have a responsibility to the team. By promoting such 
changes, BPR's new ideal of accountability can be seen to provide "an organizing rationale that 
seeks to link together the opportunities and demands of new technology with a revised perception 
of the relationship that individuals are to have with their productive activity" and an image of 
organizations where "workers and managers alike are to have an active and engaged relationship 
with the productive machine" (Miller and O'Leary 1993, p. 199, emphasis added). 

A casual reading of the writings of BPR gurus, and a cursory examination of the "active" and 
"engaged" relationships which these writings espouse, might suggest a degree of rapprochement 
with progressive or even leftist critiques of work organization (e.g., Benson 1977; Heydebrand 
1983). Certainly, there is some shared usage of key terms: Hammer and Champy's text is 
subtitled "A Manifesto for Business Revolution" (emphasis added), and unsparing use is made 
of emancipatory/egalitarian sounding terminology, such as "radical change," "fundamental 
transformation," "empowered workers," etc. However, the similarities are deceptive. To 
elaborate this claim, it is helpful to draw upon Roberts' distinction between two ideal-typical 
systems of accountability: hierarchical and socializing. By doing this, it will be argued that BPR 
contains the trappings of the latter but without abandoning, or even re-assessing, its commitment 
to reproducing the former. 

2.1 From Hierarchical to Socializing Accountability? 

Hierarchical accountability, Roberts argues, is associated with the creation and maintenance of 
an instrumental and individualistic relationship between employees. Within a system of 
hierarchical accountability, each employee is encouraged to show their value as a productive 
force; to engage in a competition for recognition and reward; and to compare and differentiate 
him/herself from others on the strength of productive ability or use value. The polar alternative 
to individualizing, hierarchical accountability is "socializing accountability." Distinguished by a 
strong sense of interdependence between employees- a sense that is fostered where accounts 
of events and actions are collectively interpreted rather than hierarchically imposed (Roberts 
1991, p. 362). In such a system, there is a "much richer and fuller source of recognition and 
identity, with the relatively unguarded flow of talk drawing us into a much deeper form of mutual 
engagement and reciprocal recognition than a calculated conformity with others' wishes can ever 
secure" (Roberts 1991, p. 362). 
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Ethically and managerially, hierarchical accountability is problematical. It frequently operates, 
in unintended ways, to frustrate cooperation and mutual learning upon which a premium is placed 
in turbulent environments where rapid responses to changing conditions are demanded: each 
employee becomes preoccupied with demonstrating his or her individual value to the neglect of 
the contribution that s/he can make to the development of reciprocal understanding and 
collaboration. To take Adam Smith's example of pin-making, hierarchical accountability induces 
each employee to concentrate on increasing the speed of particular, atomized operations without 
regard for the overall design of the process, the quality of the product or the interdependent 
nature of productive activity. And, of course, it is precisely a reversal of the division of labor 
(with the organization of work around separate tasks and depattments) and the rejection of the 
premise of hierarchical control (with the channeling of information, decision making and control 
up the hierarchy) that BPR claims to achieve (see Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 49). As Obeng 
and Crainer have recently written, using an exceptionally colmful metaphor 

Re-engineering seeks to solve the problems created by functional organization. 
It replaces the vertical axis of the hierarchy .... Traditional hierarchies fall away 
under the burden of self-examination ... the goal of re-engineeling is not to flatten 
structures. Talk of flat or horizontal structures still assumes the existence of a 
hierarchy. Instead, re-engineering produces a fist-full of dynamic processes 
more akin to writhing snakes. [Obeng and Craner 1994, pp. 92-93, emphasis 
added] 

Indeed, when reading BPR texts with their emphasis on "unavoidable empowerment," "self
disciplined workers," "teams of coequal colleagues," and accountability only to each other and 
the customer (Hammer and Champy 1993), it might well seem that BPR heralds the replacement 
of hierarchical accountability with socializing accountability. However, it is necessary to exercise 
a degree of reflective scepticism (Thomas 1993) on this i~sue before concluding that BPR broadly 
shares the concerns and agenda of critical studies of accountability (e.g., Roberts 1991; Miller and 
O'Leary 1993; Munro and Hatherley 1993; Schweiker 1993). In particular, it is relevant to take 
note of two conditions identified by Roberts for the development of socializing accountability. 
Socializing accountability, he contends, "is easiest between individuals of equal status, where 
hierarchy does not intervene [and it] inevitably floutishes where there is regular face-to-face 
contact" (p. 362). 

In other words, according to Roberts, the following conditions are necessary for the development 
of socializing systems of accountability: 

(i) The non-intervention of hierarchy in employee relations 

(ii) Unsurveilled, face-to-face communication between employees 

Likewise, Munro and Hatherley deem the replacement of hierarchical accountability to be 
contingent upon employee values that are not manipulated from above. Otherwise, it is possible 
to envisage a situation where "giving customers what they want" would stand "as a slogan, 
involving managers in no more than a process of imposing more "decisions" on employees in the 
name of consensus and in the name of the customer" (Munro and Hatherly 1993, p. 385). Thus, 
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in addition to those conditions identified by Roberts, Munro and Hatherly identify two further 
conditions for the development of non-hierarchical accountability: 

(iii) No coercive manipulation of workers attitudes and beliefs to secure cultural 
conformity or shared values. 

(iv) No imposition of "knowledge of the customer" upon workers hy management 

Here, again, it might seem that these conditions arc met hy BPR. On the question of who has 
knowledge of the customer, BPR's answer is that workers have it: this knowledge is available 
via customer satisfaction surveys, the number and profitability of tinalized deals and other 
measurements instantly accessible on the IT network (Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 73). On 
the question of shared values, it could he argued that employees arc under no obligation to work 
for reengineered companies or to share their values. Rather, such values are voluntarily 
embraced, assisted by the skillful use of selection procedures, measurement schemes and payment 
systems. By examining more closely BPR's claims and capacity to meet the conditions for 
socializing accountability identified hy Roberts and hy Munro and Hatherly, the remainder of this 
section suggests why such a view cannot be sustained. A~ the difticulties associated with meeting 
the first two conditions have been repeatedly signaled in earlier sections, we revisit these very 
briefly before giving rather more attention to the latter two conditions. 

(i) The non-intervention of hierarchy in workers relations 

Upon closer examination, BPR fails to meet the condition of non-intervention by the hierarchy 
in workers' relations. It is fundamentally top-down in conception and application (Hammer and 
Champy 1993, p. 207): the idea for reengineering is "always horn in the executive suite" (p. 213) 
and implementation of BPR depends entirely upon the role played hy senior managers: "If 
reengineering fails, no matter what the proximate cause, the underlying reason can invariably he 
traced to senior managers' inadequate understanding or leadership of the reengineering effort" 
(p. 213). 

BPR must be imposed upon workers by those at the top of the hierarchy. There is absolutely no 
scope for negotiation: reengineering "never, ever happens from the bottom up" (p. 207). 
Resistance by workers to BPR is anticipated, as are the joh losses occasioned by its implementa
tion. But any recalcitrance must be managed and checked so that the advance of reengineering 
is not set back (p. 212). To use one of Michael Hammers favorite analogies, senior management 
may carry those wounded by reengineering for a little while hut they must "shoot the dissenters" 
(Hammer in Karlgaard 1993, p. 71 ). 

Nor are process teams free from the intet1erence of hierarchy. While the relations within process 
teams are supposed to be those of "friends" of "coequal status," hierarchical interventions that 
determine the scope of their actions severely limiL~ the ability of these "self-directing process 
teams" to actually "self-direct." The autonomy of the team is subjugated to the "boundaries of 
their obligations to the organization" dcfmed hy Hammer and Champy as "agreed upon deadlines, 
productivity goals, quality standards, etc" ( 1993, p. 71 ). However, as we will elaborate in (iii) 
below, the process of "agreeing" to these constraints occurs in an environment where managers 
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are encouraged to allow no disagreement and to "break eggs" where necessary in order to make 
the "omelette" of reengineering (p. 212). The contradiction - of self-determination by 
hierarchical control- is articulated most explicitly by Johansson et al. ( 1993, p. 197) who write 
that "self-managing" teams "will not create and direct their own efforts; rather they will 
understand the role they are to play in the overall effectiveness of the process" - a process which 
is, of course, reengineered by those higher in the hierarchy. Despite the fine words about 
empowering employees, it is hard to envisage a recipe for change that is rrwre in breach of the 
condition of "non-intervention of the hierarchy in workers relations" than BPR. 

The hierarchy is perpetuated by the promotion of the values of the "self-disciplined" and 
"responsible" worker. Even though one of the main reasons for promoting these values is to 
"minimize the necessary amount of management" (Hammer in Karlgaard 1993, p. 70), thus 
enabling organizations to strip out managers in layers (Hammer 1990, pp. Ill, 112), delayering, 
it is worth stressing, does not involve an attack upon the principle of hierarchy. It is, instead, an 
attack upon the cost of labor, albeit that this (managerial and supervisory) labor has occupied a 
relatively privileged and expensive position within the hierarchy. As Roberts (1991, p. 366) has 
noted, the hierarchy is safe in the hands of'the super individual- the leader/hero." 

(ii) Unsurveilled, face-to-face, communication between workers 

With regard to the second condition of socializing accountability, Roberts (1991, p. 362) 
highlights face-to-face communication as a condition for the emergence of socializing 
accountability. Hammer fails to acknowledge how communication becomes more transparent, 
and more open to surveillance, when it is reduced to textual or numerical images. It becomes less 
the product of the worker and his/her colleagues when instead it stands "autonomously over and 
against [the worker] who engages with them" (Zuboff 1988, p. 131). Teleconferencing, and 
oral/visual communication technology proposed by BPR also lacks the interpersonal, private 
quality of face-to-face communication. As Hammer and Champy (1993, p. 89) themselves 
acknowledge, "the medium is too cool, and teleconferencing is no substitute for hand-to-hand 
combat." There is a real and symbolic distance between the speakers which inhibits what may be 
said, and which generates the ever present possibility of someone "listening in" to communica
tions. The increasing prospect of covert surveillance where new communication technologies are 
used has major implications for accountability. 

Instantaneous and simultaneous information on workers performance, available via ICTs (and 
celebrated by BPR proponents- see, for example, Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 92), aligned 
with intense individualizing pressures, is more likely to subvert socializing systems of 
accountability than it is to facilitate face-to-face communication. The principle of "unsurveilled 
communication between workers' is most unlikely to be met in the reengineered organization. 
Instead, the widespread use of ICTs make it likely that hierarchical surveillance - or its 
internalization through processes of self-disciplining and peer monitoring of behavior- will be 
increased as the hierarchy uses "technology to reproduce itself' (Zuboff 1988, p. 392). 

(iii) No coercive manipulation of workers attitudes and beliefs to secure cultural 
conformity or "shared values" 
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The issue of shared values is an important one for the possibilities of accountability as well as for 
BPR. The removal of hierarchical accountability depends upon employees developing their own 
understandings in a way that is free (or as free as possible) from coercive manipulation of beliefs 
and values. One value that BPR requires workers to hold is the belief in the fundamental 
importance of the customer: "Reengineering demands that employees deeply believe that they 
work for their customers, not for their bosses" (Hammer and Cham py 1993, p. 7 4 ). 

Outside of work, employees are routinely constituted as consumers. The idea of pleasing the 
customer may therefore strike a responsive chord. Potentially, the belief that employees work 
for their customers, not for their bosses, could foster a system of accountability in which 
employees are more aware of the effects of their actions (e.g., psychological, ecological, etc.) 
upon their fellow human beings who consume what they produce, assemble and provide. 
However, in BPR, the justification given for employees paying more attention to customers' 
views is a purely instrumental, materialistic and individualistic one- namely, that "Customers 
pay all our salaries: I must do what it takes to please them" (p. 76). 

The propensity of employee and customer to affiliate with each other (Munro and Hatherly 1993, 
p. 385) is not the intended effect, nor is it likely to he the most frequent consequence, of BPR. 
More probably, because employment relations continue to constitute employees as commodities 
that are purchased and disposed of hy employers, employees who are disciplined and rewarded 
by management will try and find ways to "get around" the customer just as they used to "get 
around" the boss. This is because, within the enterprise discourse of BPR, the customer "is not 
a concrete person whose aims the (worker) is interested to satisfy" hut is "an object to be 
manipulated" (Fromm 1942, p. 102). Exhortations to "value the customer" in the reengineered 
firm are liable to reinforce instrumentalism and individualism.6 This is not least because, in BPR, 
pay is deemed to be the primary inducer of value-change rather than any more fundamental belief 
in its virtues: "the ways in which people are paid, the measures hy which performance is 
evaluated, and so forth- are the primary shapers of employees' values and beliefs" (Hammer 
and Champy 1993, p. 75). 

New payment and measurement systems focus upon the results of an activity (the value added to 
the customer) rather than the activity itself. Employees become directly accountable to customers 
as IT provides continuously up-dated information about "the number and profitability of finalized 
deals and by the quality, as ret1ected in customer satisfaction surveys" (p. 73). In short, the 
objectives and values promoted by BPR, and the methods proposed to instill them, involve the 
coercive manipulation of attitudes and beliefs to secure cultural conformity. They certainly do 
not enable employees to develop their own priorities and values. In BPR. it is management's joh 
to "reengineer values" and to "refashion ... people to enjoy the new realities" (Leigh 1994. p. 51). 
Or, as Hammer and Champy delineate the role of management, their task is to "educate" 

"The custorrer focus also instilled by symbolic gestures made hy s~nior management. To show just how committed 
they are to the "values by which they expect everyone to live," the "leader" should spend "an hour a week on the phone 
with customers" (Hammer anc Champy 1993, p. 75). This hour may well serve to reinforce values, hut will it be the 
values proposed by Hammer and Champy? Just as likely is the response that such gestures involve a cynical, 
manipulative and wasteful purpose. Indeed, Hammer and Champy themselves admit that such gestures may be of little 
actual value to the customer. 
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employees "so that they can discern for themselves what the light thing is" (1993, p. 71 ), and 
make "others want what he or she [the management] wants" (p. 105). 

(iv) No imposition of "knowledge of the customer" upon workers by management 

The final condition for the emergence of alternative, socializing accountability concerns 
"knowledge of the customer." We have just noted how, in BPR, knowledge of the customer 
drives and directs work. "Customers now tell suppliers what they want, when they want it, how 
they want it, and what they will pay" (Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 18). 

Such infonnation assumes customers comprise a homogeneous group whose "preferences" and 
"needs" can be sensibly generalized and summarized. However, BPR also identifies the customer 
as a unique individual when it demands that employees identify with, embrace and exploit this 
representation: 

There is no longer any such notion as the customer; there is only this customer, 
the one with whom a seller is dealing at the moment and who now has the 
capacity to indulge his or her own personal tastes ... .Individual customers ... 
demand they be treated individually. [Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 18] 

If each customer has his/her own individual "needs," the meaning of aggregate measures is 
tenuous. At the very least, it exposes the created and contestable nature of "knowledge of the 
customer'. More fundamentally, a system based upon responding to customers' "needs" denies 
the role that producers play in creating needs. The conception of the "sovereign consumer" 
"overlooks the extent to which consumers' preferences are generated and structured by the 
producers themselves" (du Gay and Salaman 1992, p. 619). 7 The recognition that customer 
"needs" are created by producers presents a considerable problem for a production system based 
on the idea of presenting customers with "what they want, when they want it, how they want it" 
(Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 18). There is also the irony of treating the customer as an 
atomized, sovereign consumer when BPR simultaneously commends the replacement of systems 
based upon a specialized division of labor in which each individual petfmms a specific task, with 
systems designed around processes and team working. An atomized representation of people is 
recognized by the champions of BPR as problematic and destructive when applied to the process 
of production where an appreciation of interdependence and, at least some fonn of, collectivity 
is instrumentally valued. But it is unblinkingly applied by BPR to customers in a way that inhibits 
any understanding of how "needs" are socially organized, ascribed and represented. 

To conclude this section, many of the tensions and contradictions identified in BPR are common 
to other approaches to the (re)design of work organization that are not self-professedly 
"revolutionary." However, BPR presents one of the most advanced fonnulations, and perhaps 
the apotheosis, of management thinking in which "customers are made to function in the role of 

'Perversely, Hammer and Champy (1993, p. 87) recognize this possibility in relation to the development of 
technology where they note that, "in many situations, supply LTeatcs its own demand. People do not know they want 
something until they see that they can have it; then they feel they can ·t live without it." But the insight is not translated 
into the sphere of mass consumption. 
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management" (du Gay and Salaman 1992, p. 612). The idea of consumer sovereignty legitimizes 
the shedding of staff and increases the vulnerability of those who remain in employment to an 
intensification and casualization of their work (see Frances and Garnsey [ 1995] for an empirical 
example of this in the UK supermarket sector). In the following section, we briel1y examine some 
of the possibilities for the resistance and transformation of BPR. Rather than being a plan for 
resistance or a complete catalogue of the possibilities in BPR for workers and society, this section 
takes a brief look at some of the spaces in BPR, and in social and organizational life, where 
resistance can occur- spaces that remind us of the more or less conscious ability of people to, 
as Hammer and Champy (1993:213) put it, "drop the hall" of reengineeling as we resist and 
disrupt the exercise of its control over our lives. 

2.2 Discussion 

The implications of BPR for employees today are a cause for considerable concern. In addition 
to the significant effects upon employee accountability and identity, there is the prospect of 
continuing redundancies and an intensifying spiral of competition fueled by organizational changes 
promoted or legitimized by the advocates of BPR (Grey and Mitev 1994). The retention of 
(veiled) hierarchical accountability, combined with the customerization of work, courts the danger 
of the idea of consumer sovereignty and comes to provide what Munro and Hatherly ( 1993, p. 
385) describe as a "chopping block for harassing employees." 

We have noted how BPR contains strong individualizing pressures, which are liable to be 
corrosive of collectivity. There are, however, also pressures that could promote an opposite 
reaction. BPR is presented to employees in terms of the values of individual empowerment and 
of achieving satisfaction and personal development through work.8 However, the tensions 
between an espoused concern for the welfare of the individual employee and the unbridled and 
unapologetic usc of hierarchical control to secure the brave new world of the recngineered 
corporation may "sensitize" employees to the created nature of individualism; and it may also 
heighten awareness of BPR's cmhodiment of insuumentalism and individualism rather than any 
other more collective or value-rational thinking. In turn, the sensitizing of employees to tensions 
within BPR can stimulate further reflection upon the possihility and desirahility of collective 
organization and resistance (on the possibility of conl1icL~ leading to reflection and change in 
consciousness (see Alvesson 1991, especially pp. 220-221 ). 

Resistance may also be fostered by BPR's focus upon processes rather than tasks. When 
employees are responsible for performing individual tasks, the relationship between the producer 
and the consumer of the good or service is loosely coupled. By tightening this coupling, BPR 
makes the effect of any resistance more transparent and potent. When workers perform a whole 
process, which "hy definition produces a result that somehody cares about" (Hammer and 
Champy 1993, p. 69), an awareness of the imponance of their work for the organization is 
fostered, and with it an awareness of the damage that resistance (e.g., non-performance of this 

'This individualized focus in BPR is not necessarily refuted by the existence of the process "team." These teams, 
"of one person or several" (Hammer and Champy 1993, p. 71 ), do exist in the recnginccred finn. ll1ese teams are 
represented as comprising atomized individuals who each give individual et'fon, ill!eract purdy in terms of the process 
to be performed, and then disband, taking with them only what individual recognition or reward they have secured. 
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work) could cause. One important political benefit of a highly fragmented division of labor, as 
commended by Smith, Taylor and Ford, is the relative ease with which substitute factors of 
production can be trained," slotted in" and, if necessary, replaced. BPR champions the loss of 
such benefits but continues to assume that employees will willingly operate its systems or, at least, 
will be persuaded by strong leadership from senior managers to do so; and that they will not, in 
time, deploy the increased dependence of employers upon staff to tight for an increased share of 
the surplus produced and/or for the extension of control over the production process. 

Critical and active solidarity is by far the most effective strategy employees have devised for 
resisting unwelcome change, including the effects of reengineering upon employment and 
conditions of work. For those who remain in employment, BPR's emphasis upon "real work"
that is, work which creates value for customers, and a "work-oriented culture" (Hammer in 
Karlgaard 1993, p. 70)- may paradoxically enable employees to demonstrate their value and 
worth to the organization, and to use this to push for higher status, recognition, and reward. The 
emphasis upon "direct" work also places the onus upon managers to justify their status, authority 
and rewards in terms of the "value" which they "add" to the tina! product or service. Arguably, 
the position of (middle) management, at least, is considerably weakened in a climate where it is 
openly said that a "customer never buys a product because of the caliber of management" (p. 70) 
and "the last thing in the world that reengineering does is to enhance the manager's sense of self
importance, because one of the things that reengineering does says is that managing isn't so 
important' (Hammer quoted in Across the Board, cited in Strassmann 1994, p. 37, emphasis 
added). Without denying the disadvantages of reinforcing the idea of consumer sovereignty in 
support of demands for improved rights and recognition, the challenge to the "self-importance' 
of managers presents an opportunity for employees to challenge the organization of work that 
strict managerial prerogative or "management by right" systems do not. 

However, resistance from within the reengineered organization in itself is unlikely to be sufficient 
to stem the tide of similar managerial techniques. Distancing ti·om work, maximizing performance 
rewards, or presenting alternative definitions of "real work" or "customers needs" are unlikely 
significantly to affect reengineering programs. 9 Indeed, such individual strategies of resistance 
may be counterproductive (see Knights and Collinson 1987). If the possibilities of resistance to 
BPR (such as those mentioned above) are to be translated into effective opposition, individual and 
localized resistance must be supported by wider opposition to the discourse of enterprise. 

During the 1980s, the culture of enterprise was widely championed as the way of addressing and 
redressing diverse, uncoordinated grievances about contemporary institutional reality, especially 
the lack of entrepreneurialism and the use of (slow, unresponsive) bureaucracy, rather than 
(speedy, adaptable) markets, to govern economic life. While the values of enterprise culture have 
been progressively institutionalized in numerous organizational practices that individualize 
employees (e.g., performance related pay) and privilege the customer (e.g., customer care 
programs), there is a growing sense of disenchantment with, and cynicism about, its unintended 
consequences (e.g., the divisiveness of performance related pay and the superficiality of such 

"The limited effect of localized resistance to, and failure of, BPR can be seen in Hammer's confidence of being able 

to go public with the news that "70% of reenginecring projects fail" without expecting this to hann BPR's stan-up rate 

(see Moad 1993, p. 22). 
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"care") that are magnified in respect of the wider corrosive effects of "enterprise" and 
"deregulation" upon standards in public life, the additional pressures and costs placed upon 
families and communities, and the widespread perception that the quality of life for a majority of 
the customers of society, previously known as citizens, has deteriorated. 

Currently, in the UK, there is widespread public unease about the restructuring of many public 
services and utilities - such as the health service, water, education and the postal service -
around "market" lines. At the time of writing (late 1994), there has also been an (often 
unreported in the popular media) upsurge in strike action (for instance, among hospital staff, fire 
fighters, college lecturers and signal workers). These developments lend support to the view that 
the discourse of enterprise is not totalizing, and that spaces are fmming that are hostile to its 
ethos and agenda. Instead of acting as a "nodal point" which connects and catalyzes a critique 
of contemporary institutional reality (e.g., consensus politics, lackluster economic performance), 
enterprise discourse is itself becoming a target of criticism by other discourses that serve to 
expose its "lack" and limits. Of course, it remains the case that discourse does not have to be 
loved for it to be hegemonic (Leys 1990 cited in du Gay and Salaman 1992, p. 630); and that, 
despite its partial slide from grace as a discourse, it has become, and continues to be, widely 
institutionalized in social and organizational practices. Nonetheless, there is mounting evidence 
of disillusionment with the fruits of the Enterprise Decade - a disillusionment that is 
accompanied by a degree of nostalgia for the values of "impartiality, complex equality and 
pluralism" (du Gay 1994, p. 144) that are attributed to more socially accountable forms of 
political and economic organization. Whether this disenchantment can become translated into 
effective political demands for a new organizational order committed to socializing accountability 
remains to be seen. But one thing is certain: it does not have to be a "reengineered future." One 
the other hand, without the active development of an counter discourse that questions the "truths" 
distilled in the received wisdom of the "enterprise culture," there is little prospect of effectively 
challenging its aspirations and claims, let alone translating a critical consciousness into the 
realization of some alternative agenda. 

3. CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Our concern has been to stimulate debate about the nature and value of Business Process 
Reengineering. Studies that associate current developments in management theory and practice 
with enterprise discourse and culture have been applied to show how BPR exemplifies and 
intensifies their technological, political and ethical aspects. Building upon this analysis, we then 
focused upon BPR's claims to transform processes of accountability within organizations. There 
we noted how BPR deploys much of the language of"socializing" accountability (Roberts 1991). 
Yet, upon close examination, it was found to be filmly wedded to a top-down philosophy of 
organizational change in which self-styled experts design the systems which employees are then 
expected to operate. Ideas about "empowerment" and "teamworking" are repeatedly invoked 
by BPR gurus. But they are employed instrumentally as a means of detiving legitimacy for a 
philosophy that, paradoxically, marks a reassertion of classical, mechanistic thinking as it calls for 
a focus upon business processes. In sum, the paper has provided analytical support for the claim, 
made most forcefully by the consultant Meg Wheatley, that reengineering is simply the latest 
"attempt, usually by people at the top, to impose new structure over old - to take one set of 
rigid rules and guidelines and impose them on the rest of the organization" (Wheatley in Brown 
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1994, p. 20). She continues: "Its a mechanical view of organizations and people- that you can 

'design' a perfect solution and then the machine will comply with this new set of instructions." 

BPR appropriates and reengineers the humanist rhetoric of empowerment, t:tc., as it reverses the 

nostrum that jobs should be (re)designed and improved around"the new employee" or "human 

resource." For BPR, the design of business processes should be determined entirely by senior 

managers, acting as a surrogate of the customer, who are urged to enforce their designs through 

strong leadership. 

Other contemporary recipes for corporate success (e.g., TQM and Corporate Culturalism) share 
BPR's top-down belief that top management must oversee the process of culture strengthening 

or programs of quality management. But they also recognize that winning the hearts and minds 
of employees is a precondition of lasting organizational change. In contrast, BPR assumes that 

the key to increased performance is revolutionary change in the (re)structuring which, if it is to 
succeed, must be introduced rapidly and decisively in advance of securing the understanding and 
consent of employees; and that, with strong, detetmined leadership from top management, 
employee involvement and commitment is the inevitable outcome of the opportunities provided 

by the new structures. In this respect, BPR is closer to the philosophy of Taylor and Ford in its 
philosophy and practice of organizational change: "Don't try to forestall reengineering. If senior 

management is serious about reengineering they'll shoot you" (Hammer quoted in Management 
Review, cited in Strassmann 1994, p. 37). In post-Human Relations prescriptions for change, the 

iron fist of intensification and job insecurity is softened as well as strengthened by the velvet 

rhetoric of "self-actualization" and the opportunity to work for "meaning as well as money" 

(Peters and Waterman 1982, p. 323). In BPR, elements of this rhetoric operate very much as a 
supplement to, rather than an integral part of, its radical recipe for change. Humanistic elements 

are present in BPR not because of any commitment, however naive, to humanist values which, 
arguably, is evident in the writings of Peters, Kanter, Pascale. Handy, etc. Rather, they are 
present simply because there is an (instrumental and untheorized) awareness that the effective 
operation of fel:ngineered processes depends upon the constitution of "responsible," empowered 
employees. But, to repeat, instead of developing a genuinely socializing approach to employee 

empowerment and accountability, it is assumed that manufacture of "responsible," empowered 
employees can be engineered, post "Revolution,"10 by fiat. 

Revitalizing the overtly coercive tradition of Taylorism, BPR expects the worker (now the 

employee) to adapt to the system, with the additional twist that s/he must derive satisfaction 

primarily from pleasing the customer (rather than from any monetary or symbolic- self-esteem 

-reward that working life might bring). For those remaining in employment post reengineering, 

there is the prospect of an intensification of effort, an impersonalization of communication 

required and/or a casualization of employment. For those made redundant, job prospects 
deteriorate and the capacity to influence the system, even as customers, is diminished. What will 

the next step in this discourse require in order to satisfy demands for change that seemingly are 

as insatiable as they are unquestioned? As Grey and Mitev (1994, p. 8) have remarked, the 

unquestioned God of competition 

'i>Jbe allusion here is to the subtitle of Hammer and Champy: "A Manifesto for Business Revolution." 



Process reengineering, information technology and the transformation of accountability 83 

locks us into a frenzied cycle of growth with desperate environmental conse
quences ... competition does not just exist as some transcendental condition but is 
the outcome of practices, of which BPR is the latest variant. It is as if a person 
were running on a treadmill being constantly encouraged to run faster to keep up 
with the wheel. 

The gurus of BPR celebrate, yet do not acknowledge, their role in promoting enterprising 
discourse and intensifying the cycle of competition. When expl01ing claims made by leading 
advocates ofBPR in relation to the development of enterprise culture and the transformation of 
(employee) accountability, we noted their common appeal to the customer as the primary 
justification for the imposition of market disciplines. Likewise, the additional stress, ecological 
and social costs, waste and redundancies that follow from BPR's radical prescriptions for change 
are all justified in the name of the sovereign consumer sovereignty. If the influence of BPR upon 
the discourse of enterprise goes unchallenged, then the development of society will follow in the 
wake of the reengineered organization, and the attitudes and values of BPR will become 
increasingly enshrined in our social institutions and indeed in our consciousness. The prospect, 
then, is of a reengineered future comprising of an increasing emphasis upon technology, markets, 
competition, individualism, and hierarchical control at the expense of an appreciation of 
interdependence and community: a future with spiraling numbers of people redundant and 
unemployed; with people having even less control over their work and lives; and the continual 
restructuring of commercial and public institutions around market lines, resulting in the near total 
exclusion of all those without purchasing power: a future where the mystification of hierarchical 
control and hierarchical accountability as "the customer," in the guise of the Chartered Citizen, 
plays the role of surrogate manager and developer. 

However, as we have argued, the discourse of BPR is unlikely to go unchallenged. Competitive 
pressures and the resources mobilized by business leaders may remorselessly stimulate and fulfill 
the idea of enterprise. But the politics and practices that comprise the culture of enterprise 
necessarily rely upon employees, academics, politicians and consultants legitimi1ing and 
reproducing their development or challenging their value and discrediting their application. 
Fortunately, the culture of enterprise in general, and BPR's contribution to it, is not irresistibly 
produced by market forces or imposed by business leaders. Academics, in patticular, are in a 
position to stimulate debate upon the political and ethical foundations of BPR, and their 
implications for the quality of life. Given the inl1uencc of the guru literature in guiding and 
legitimizing management practice, it is disappointing to note the reluctance of management 
academics to engage critically with their ideas. With few exceptions (e.g., Huczynski 1993; 
Wilkinson and Willmott 1994), their ideas have not been the subject of sustained conceptual or 
empirical research and participate in discussion of what arc effectively policy issues within the 
sphere of work. 

This silence, which may be taken as indifference if not approval, is not without its consequences. 
As du Gay and Salaman (1993, p. 630, quoting Leys 1990, p. 127) have ruefully observed "in 
order for an ideology/discourse to be considered hegemonic it is not necessary for it to be loved. 
Rather, "it is merely necessary that it has no scdous rival." For academics and practitioners who 
are concerned about the current direction and probable consequences of such discourse, the 
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limitations and failures associated with enterprise culture and BPR open spaces for the 
development of rival discourses. The challenge is to contribute to a process of debate that can 
serve to expose and redress the absence of"a serious rival." This paper has sought to make such 
a contribution upon which it is hoped that others will build by unde11aking empirical studies of 
efforts to operationalize the ideas of BPR gurus as well as by subjecting other aspects of their 
thinking to critical scrutiny. 
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