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In Memory

Professor Alex Kouzmin

Our dear friend and esteemed colleague Professor Alex Kouzmin 
regrettably died during the later stages of the preparation of this 

book. Alex was a highly talented, globally renowned 
intellectual in the fields of social, business and political science. 
His discourse ranged far and wide and his arguments were deeply 

penetrating. We shall all surely miss his sharp mind, his 
infectious wit and his warmth of heart.

Alex, your presence and extensive contribution have 
benefited us all.
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Preface

For many years little was written about the particular but contentious topic 
of this book; then out of the blue a special Economist issue on ‘The Few’ 
(2011). In effect, this was an in-depth analysis of elites. 

The Economist special issue is impressive. It shies away from the con-
spiracy theory perspective and attempts to diagnose and dissect the nature 
of that exclusive group, the world’s leaders. The special issue discusses the 
nature and positive contribution of elites. Equally, it analyses the antics 
of the spoilt rich. Further, elitism is not just viewed from the perspective 
of wealth and status. An additional group of outstandingly clever people, 
termed ‘cognitive elites’, are also given serious attention. 

Great stuff, except for the fact that the Economist special issue stretches the 
imagination just a bit too far by arguing that elites serve the people and not the 
other way around. Perhaps a bit more in-depth analysis could have explored 
whether elites primarily serve themselves first, and only then others. 

And that is the question, do elites master and amass resources to enrich 
themselves, or do they offer economic and socially beneficial value? In fact, 
who are these elites and just what is the reach of their influence? And if they 
are so important, why has this subject been neglected for so long? 

It is evident that the world’s leaders (one element of elites) do frequently 
meet and interact with each other, such as at Davos. More commonly, how-
ever, what they do is meet behind closed doors. Yet, politicians on the world 
stage are not the only elites for there are also other elites from business, medi-
cine, education, sports, the arts and so the list continues, that one rarely 
hears about except in specialist forums. 

The question is do elites really shape society? Well, the purpose of this book 
is to explore this question. Getting straight to the punch line, the conclu-
sion from this collection of original essays is that elite networks are healthy, 
are operating at full steam ahead, with the Bilderbergs and the Trilateral 
Commission being two prominent examples, and they do shape local and 
global society. 

Perhaps because of Washington Consensus politics where all is negotiated 
to reach a common shared and often lowest common denominator viewpoint 
(resulting in little diversity of opinion), elites have managed to keep out of 
the limelight due to the absence of sharp discourse. Also perhaps because of 
the increasing concentration of news and media ownership in fewer hands, 
attention has been diverted from the conversations of the great, to the daily 
distractions (better known as tittle-tattle) of everyday life better known as 
TV soaps and fascination with celebrities and the like. 



So, on the basis that we see some of them just sometimes, but more often 
than not do not know who they are, are elites simply a rich fodder feeding 
conspiracy theorists? 

In one sense, the opaque nature of the global movers and shakers feeds 
the conspiracy arguments. One prominent view is that anything can be 
arranged once into these exclusive elite network(s), or at least that is how 
it feels from the outside. This point was particularly well captured in ‘The 
Week’ (2011) outlining the antics of Colonel Gaddafi of Libya. The story 
goes that Gaddafi, peeved with being asked for a head and shoulders photo 
for a visa to enter the USA, supposedly refused to hand over a supply of 
enriched uranium (as part of a weapons decommissioning programme) to 
which he had agreed. Under high temperatures, this toxic load sat on a local 
airport tarmac for over a month. It was reported that only a personal call 
from Hillary Clinton, reassuring the Libyan leader of America’s support and 
friendship, had the consignment released and shipped off to a safer destina-
tion. So amongst elites, government contradicts its own government. The 
pull of elite connections does seem to be all powerful. 

Elite connections are powerful and the Gaddafi story reinforces the 
strongly held view that the elite serve each other’s self-determined needs 
simply because they are ‘members’ of a self-serving club. One school of 
thought, however, counters this view and argues that elites are a vital link 
to the effective economic and political functioning of democratic regimes. 
The argument is taken further by highlighting that elites form a constructive 
bridge between democratic and non-democratic regimes and this link mini-
mises the incidence of wars. In this sense, corrupt and untrustworthy elites are 
eventually removed. The current conflict in Libya and the attempts to remove 
Gaddafi add weight to this argument.

Raymond Duch (1995) epitomises such thinking by highlighting that 
regime change, particularly of non-democratic regimes, leads to economic 
crisis which in turn leads to an unwelcome sequence of events. The two 
most predominant reasons for crises are:

Weak internal cohesion amongst the ruling elites, prior to the crisis. 
Weak civilian control over the military, emphasising the divided nature 
of elites in that regime. 

So one strongly held view is that well-integrated elites promote stability. 
Along the line of realising long-term sustainable peace, Brownlee (2007) 
identified elite trust of each other as a primary requirement for post-conflict 
stability. Further, in order to maintain social cohesion, Brownlee (2007) also 
considered that the benefits of in-group attachment outweigh the gains 
from pursuing out-group linkages. 

And here lie the two sides to elitism: the self-seeking, conspiratorially 
inclined rich and powerful whose sole aim is to promote their own ends, versus 

•
•
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the socially minded leaders whose contribution to this world is to nurture and 
protect the one requirement that we all crave for, the stability for enduring 
peace. Whichever interpretation is made, the one undisputable fact is that 
elites exist, there are few of them and their influence has a huge reach.

Overview

Both the extent of their influence and the neglect of this subject catalysed us, 
the editors, to invite contributions to examine the nature of elites. The range 
of submissions has been broad but intellectually, powerfully penetrating. This 
original collection of essays spans from, at one end, a theoretical discourse on 
the nature of elites to, on the other, the provision of practical study on the 
composition of elites in different contexts across the world. In fact, even 
a treatise on how to conduct elite interviews in order to extract meaningful 
insight from these encounters is included in this collection of original works.  

The book is composed of eighteen chapters. The first eight chapters examine 
the nature of elites from a broader, theoretical perspective. Outlined are the 
demographic nature of elites, the penetrating spread of elite ownership of 
resources, the capacity of elites to influence the direction of market forces, 
and the impact of elites on democracy and the ruling of the nation state. The 
following eight chapters take a more practical view of how elites function. 
The shape, values and contribution of elites in newly emergent economies 
are given attention. Case studies of China and Turkey are presented with 
discussion focusing on how these emergent elites are attempting to position 
themselves to realise global reach. In fact, these later chapters explore the 
skills and abilities of elites and their likely influence over the global scene in 
the future. The debate on how the very successful can penetrate exclusive net-
works is contrasted by a contribution examining how the underprivileged can 
reposition themselves and also adopt elite status. Attention is also given to 
how to go about researching elites, bearing in mind that insufficient scrutiny 
has been given to this exclusive population.

Specifically, Chapter 1 provides a historical analysis of elite formation 
and the influence of elites in shaping national and global policy. A critical 
dilemma is highlighted: while society needs elites to provide stability, elites 
need to be removed when their self-seeking nature accumulates resources 
exclusively for their benefit. The chapter also points out that the new elite 
can come from both the top and bottom of society, either as a result of 
progressive or because of revolutionary change. Despite the source of elite 
formation, the same concern is faced, and that is unchallenged elite control 
of resources leads to institutionalised corruption, which, in turn, requires a 
change, often a violent removal of the elite strata.

The theme of power and influence is captured in Chapter 2. Who are these 
elites and why their invisibility? The chapter discusses how the economic 
and political elites have gained from the information and communication 
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technology revolution. Ironically it is argued that technology innovation 
provides the cloak by which elites remain invisible and continue to promote 
their agendas and, in particular, their self-supporting values.

Despite their opaque nature, Chapter 3 highlights a particular tension prom-
inent in elite circles, namely that between the older, nationally orientated 
elites and the ever more prominent transnational elites. The chapter empha-
sises the inevitability of global market integration thus challenging national 
loyalties, national values and national wealth-creation mechanisms. The 
message is that the whole nature and shape of elites is changing.

Yet whether national or transnational in inclination, Chapter 4 draws 
attention to a particular concern of elites and that is how elites protect 
themselves and their properties from capture or loss. Drawing on Bentham’s 
Panopticon, the development of a fortress mentally amongst elites is posited 
as a real prospect for the future. The current phenomenon of gated communi-
ties is considered as only the beginning of a society dominated by surveillance 
and covert investigation, fundamentally to protect the very rich. The case 
put forward is that by being cut off from the life of the ‘ordinary’ majority, 
elites become insensitive to the effect of inequitable wealth distribution. 
Rather than elites providing stability, the contention is that elites will 
contribute to ever greater societal disaggregation. 

Along the same lines, Chapter 5 captures the enormous impact the eco-
nomic and political elites have in determining the nature and the shape 
of the current and future global markets. In so doing, the question is raised 
of whether the invisible hand of the market is still a force in its own right, or 
whether the invisible hand is deliberately kept so in order that markets are 
pushed in the direction desired by the Anglo-American neo-liberal elites. 
The inaccessibility of elites to investigation leaves this question open.

In response to the debate about who and what are the elites, Chapter 6 
is emphatic that elite analysis is a critical issue, but is under-researched in 
contemporary social science. In this chapter the term ‘elite theory’ is intro-
duced into the discussion. Through a better understanding of elites, the case 
presented is that society at large will be enabled to decide whether they wish 
to buy into ‘the brand’ of the current elites, and if not, then a change of 
taste amongst the population will stimulate a change of elites. The message 
from Chapter 6 is that understanding elites is important because when you 
do so and you wish to change them, the change steps to take become that 
much easier. 

Implicit in the discussion of who and what are the elites is the question 
of what value elites really offer. In addressing this question, Chapter 7 offers 
a supportive viewpoint, highlighting the diverse background of elites and 
how through transparent discourse elites can provide substantial value to 
the functioning of an open society. 

In contrast, Chapter 8 comes to a different conclusion. Using the American 
republic as a case study, the point is made that historically, representative 
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democracy was preferred over direct democracy. It was considered that the 
latter fell too much into the camp of ‘rule by the rabble’. Thus who controls 
the American state is posited as a key question. Whoever ‘they’ may be, 
Chapter 8 identifies that throughout American history, the top 1% of the 
population of the USA had, and continues to have, 40–50% of the wealth of 
the nation. So yes, who does control the American state?

The next cluster of chapters concentrates less on the bigger question of 
who and what are elites, but examines elitism in particular contexts. Chapter 
9 discusses how the newly emergent Turkish corporate elite have attempted 
to penetrate and integrate with international elite networks. The push for 
acceptance in global networks is extensive and has been realised through 
substantially drawing on the nation’s economic, social and cultural resources. 
A refreshing point is made that the new elite, i.e. the first generation of the 
upper echelons of Turkey, have more ‘common’ tastes than the ‘refined’ tastes 
of the global elites. At least in this way the current generation of Turkish elites 
are more grounded and in touch with developments in their society. 

Away from national context to that of the boardroom, Chapter 10 examines 
the nature of elite interactions amongst board directors in international 
joint venture structures. It is concluded that elite status distinctly influences 
director role, contribution and effectiveness as opposed to director skill and 
experience. The call for further research to examine the status versus func-
tionality divide is emphasised. 

The challenges facing elites in different circumstances are the theme of 
the next five chapters. Chapter 11 explores the particular circumstances of 
Chinese elites and the particulars of their transitional journey to interna-
tional prominence over the last three decades. Their higher living standards, 
their more open society and the focus on science and innovation to 
promote China’s growth, have had a powerful impact on the upper strata of 
Chinese society. The point made is that political controls will become reduced 
and the requirements for greater transparency and autonomy will increase. 
How the Chinese will embrace such social change is the question. What is 
clear is that unless the Chinese elites continue to adapt their behaviour, then 
their acceptance by the global, political, economic and scientific elites will 
wane as will the country’s transition onto the global stage.

The previous chapter’s discussion on how to politically master change in 
China highlights a particular skill required by elites and that is to strategise. 
Chapter 12 examines the nature of how strategy is made to work. Enacting 
strategy requires the elite leader to transverse a number of contrasts, rang-
ing from being broad and outward-facing to being detailed and inward-
looking. Based on a qualitative study of elites in strategic roles, the chapter 
emphasises what it takes to realise meaningful engagement, for without 
that elites will not continue to remain in their present leadership roles. 
Accomplishing the skill of being creative and yet having one’s feet firmly 
on the ground, sets global elites apart from others. 
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The functionality required to survive and continue as an elite member 
is also examined in Chapter 13, namely a case study of political elites in 
the state of Ohio, USA. The study focuses on the leadership requirements 
for reversing the economic and political decline of Ohio. Despite all the 
positive comments made by the political leaders of the state, the reality is 
a lack of leadership and the continued decline of Ohio. Not listening and 
not critically examining current circumstances emerge as two reasons why 
the political leadership of that state does not rise to the challenge of driving 
through change for the better. To not adapt either means a change of elite 
or the persistent deterioration of the state. Sadly, the latter seems to be the 
more likely. 

On a more upbeat note Chapter 14 reports a study of the mind-set, skills 
and drive of high-performing entrepreneurs. In fact, nine performance con-
siderations are identified. The proposition made is that if elites are going 
to continually provide value, then meeting performance challenges has to 
become a daily discipline. 

The theme of the determination, drive and willingness to succeed what-
ever the odds continues in Chapter 15. The experiences of minority ethnic 
groups in their host countries are examined. Comparative studies of France 
and Germany are reported. The social and employment challenges facing 
migrants in these two countries are discussed. Despite having acquired the 
relevant skills and qualifications in both countries and for different reasons, 
migrants are denied access to positions of responsibility commensurate 
with their intellectual and performance accomplishments. Therefore finding 
alternative pathways to expressing each individual’s ability has become a 
necessity. The personal qualities to overcome inbuilt social prejudice and 
to then become successful in such a context is the basis for the migrants to 
form their own newly emergent elite.

So far all chapters have provided analysis of elites today or ventured into a 
historical policy design overview of elite development. Chapter 16 is different 
in that it provides an insightful and practical historical, socio-graphic analysis of 
the social capital of elites in eighteenth-century Northamptonshire, a county 
of England. Drawing on archival material, the chapter captures a study of 
elite networks in formation and in operation in the 1770s. The same critical 
message emerges and that is that the guardians of that local community 240 
years ago were a combination of business and political elites intermingled with 
people from inherited family networks and positions of privilege. New elites 
rubbed shoulders with old elites. What kept them together was the trust engen-
dered through their continuous membership of exclusive networks. Then, as 
today, it is social capital that binds elites together. 

The final two chapters again take a different slant. Chapter 17 captures 
the experience of having conducted studies of elites and highlights the 
lessons learned from pursuing research of elites. Gaining understanding of 
the context within which elite groupings operate is considered fundamental. 
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Furthermore, adopting qualitative methodologies for the study of elites is 
strongly recommended as insightful penetration of elite contexts supersedes 
the knowledge gained from broad-brush surveys. How then to conduct elite 
interviews becomes the focus of the chapter. The reader is taken through four 
stages of interviewing with practical tips on how the interviewer should con-
duct themselves. One point is emphasised and that is, make the encounter (i.e. 
the interview) a learning experience for the elite study participant, otherwise 
the interview may be prematurely terminated. 

The final chapter, Chapter 18, offers a study of the dark side of elites. 
Leadership hubris is presented as an underexamined aspect of leadership but 
one that is necessary to explore in order to appreciate the damaging nature of 
elites. The conclusion reached is that governance safeguards against elite excess 
are only partly useful. Self-determined and self-reasoned control are the only 
real safeguards and these have to primarily come from the leader. To mediate 
against leadership abuse, shared leadership is proposed as the infrastructure 
for a more sustainable distribution of accountabilities. Only when respon-
sibilities and accountabilities are equitably shared amongst the leadership 
cadre, can the negative outcomes of investing power in one person or a small 
group be minimised. 

So from what elites are, to how to interact with elites, to how to control 
their darker nature, this book provides a comprehensive overview of those 
who shape our lives. The publishing of this book acts as call for more work 
to be undertaken in this area. This topic is too important to be left neglected, 
not because elites, as a form of celebrity, have the right to continuous attention, 
but because we should all have greater control of our lives and not allow elites 
to determine our future. 

At the time of ‘putting the final touches’ to this book, the covert and 
exceptionally well-directed ‘jasmine’ revolutions of the Middle East (Egypt, 
Tunisia, Bahrain, Libya – who are not playing ball – and Yemen) were under-
way without even a murmur from Europe. What was witnessed was soft 
power at its best, and all to promote the Anglo-American neo-liberal resource 
capture agenda. Most believed what was said on television and in the news-
papers of spontaneous, grassroots uprisings against tyrannical directors. 
Most, however, did not know of the hundreds of millions of dollars that had 
been spent over the last five or six years on social groups to ferment regime 
change favourable to neo-liberal interests. Once regime change is accom-
plished, the very same who demonstrated in the streets will be hounded or 
shot by their new, even more Western-friendly rulers. And all for what? – 
Continued supplies of cheaper oil and regimes supportive of the expected 
bombing and consequent dissection of Iran. If only all this disruption could 
bring about an improvement to people’s lives.

As this book repeats, one all-too-common experience is that one tyrannical 
group of dictatorial elites substitutes another but with the winners better 
organised and likely more repressive than their predecessors. However, should 
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reading be too arduous but your curiosity about elites drives you to learn 
more, then pick up a newspaper, switch on the television or read a more 
serious professional journal, and you will find out about today’s elites at 
their most proficient, namely amassing resources while the other side are 
labelled the bad guys.
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1
From Local Elites to a Globally 
Convergent Class: A Historical 
Analytical Perspective
Nada K. Kakabadse, Andrew Kakabadse and Alexander Kouzmin

Introduction

Since the Roman Republic, members of groups at the top of the social 
stratum have interacted and continue to interact with each other socially 
and business wise, deeply conscious of and responsive to each other’s inter-
est (Mills, 1956). These intricately connected networks, the so-called elite 
connections, come about through the influential roles individuals hold in the 
political, commercial and/or military structures of the day. Yet, despite their 
intimate knowledge of each other and the closed-shop nature of their exalted 
position, elite groupings are not necessarily a cohesive whole. Considerable 
tensions exist between those who shape whole societies. Even Athenian 
democracy was twice interrupted by oligarchic coups organised by elites 
against elites during the turbulent period of the Peloponnesian Wars. And 
why? Because one cluster of elites viewed democracy as inherently arbitrary 
government by the masses (Morrow, 1962). The Athenian coup of 411 BC, led 
by a number of prominent and wealthy Athenians holding positions of power 
over the Athenian army, overthrew the democratic government and replaced 
it with a short-lived oligarchy. Within several days, that was thwarted by 
Samian democrats and pro-democratic leaders controlling the Athenian 
fleet (Kagan, 2003). Previously in 404 BC, a small group of thirty pro-Spartan 
oligarchs, installed in Athens after its defeat in the Peloponnesian War, 
organised a coup which was overcome within the year and democracy 
restored (Rhodes, 2006). Plato watched with horror as constitutional justice 
degenerated into a reign of terror (Morrow, 1962).

From this brief glimpse into history, what lessons can be drawn? Elites 
interact and support elites. Elites overthrow elites. But the overwhelming 
lesson from history is that elites are ever-present and are one, if not the, 
predominant force shaping societies throughout time.

From previously local elites and in an increasingly interconnected world, 
elite influence has stretched considerably. The previous local elite of the 
USA – as first illustrated by McAllister’s list of ‘Metropolitan 400’ (containing 

1
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about 300 names) and being a simple roll-call for the Patriarch Ball of 
1892 – became superseded by the first Social Register of New York (com-
prising some 881 families). In a relatively short period of time, the old 
European moneyed class of America blossomed into an international elite, 
interacting today with the global rich through a number of interconnected 
networks such as the Trilateral Commission; the Bilderberg group; the World 
Economic Forum; the Council on Foreign Relations; the Paris Club; the 
G7/8; and the British–American Project, amongst others. Seemingly, a 
small elite group of about 6,000 people (Rothkopf, 2008) has vastly more 
power than any other group on the planet, of which the richest 1,000 
have more than twice the wealth of the poorest 2.5 billion. Such gross 
and blatant disparity is considered to create a damaging imbalance within 
any individual state that aspires to have an effective democracy. So what 
is the impact of elites? Does their intimacy of interaction circumvent war, 
substituting destruction with a series of tradeoffs? Alternatively does elite 
control of resources foster deep societal tensions that ultimately lead to 
state-wide and ultimately global-level disturbance?

This chapter addresses these questions by examining the power base of elites 
and the consequences of elite interaction and their control of resources. The 
scope of the chapter stretches from a historical perspective to the present day.

Who are the elite?

Elite (Latin, eligere, ‘to elect’) refers to a relatively small, dominant group 
within society who enjoy a privileged status envied by others (Parenti, 2007). 
Depending on the theoretical perspective and political persuasion adopted, 
elites have been variously categorised (see Table 1.1). For example, Aron’s 
(1985) inquiry into what constitutes an elite concluded that elites are the 
minority that fulfil the functions of leadership within society. According to 
Aron, an elite strata encompasses five groups: political leaders; administrators 
of the state; those in charge of the economy; leaders of the people; and 
military chiefs. Aron holds that in a democracy the elite must be composed 
of a number of contrasting groupings in order to ensure a balance of power. 
Scott (1995), on the other hand, on the basis of critical theory, compared 
sixty important studies carried out in the English-speaking world dealing 
with political and economic elites and concluded that elite influence is in 
decline.

However, the predominant view is that elites are ‘omnipotent, in their 
powers’, harbouring a ‘great hidden design’ (Mills, 1956: 16). Perhaps it is an 
elite’s ‘amorphous power situation’ (Mills, 1956: 17) that makes their examina-
tion difficult. Or perhaps it is the manner of industrialisation and private 
enterprise that ‘has made it possible for men to occupy such strategic posi-
tions that they can dominate the fabulous means of man’s production; link 
the owners of science and labour; control man’s relations to nature and 



Table 1.1 Elite theoretical perspectives

Classical theory Critical theory Democratic theory Network theory

Structure Hierarchical Structural-functional Democratic Polymathic and polymorphic 
cluster of individuals 
(network webs) bound by 
strong social, political or 
professional ties

Composition A class of people who 
have the highest indices 
in their branch of activity 
(‘the strongest, the most 
energetic and the most 
capable’) within society 
(social, political and 
economic arenas), hence, a 
governing elite (directly or 
indirectly) plays a part in 
government and a non-
governing elite (the rest) 
leads in other social and 
business arenas. 

Those who rule through 
the greatest access to wealth 
and power and are able to 
utilise that power to establish 
and amass greater power 
over others – constitute and 
control the means of power. 
In the USA, military and 
large business corporations 
constitute critical elements 
of power.

Elites have accrued skills 
that can be utilised in 
specific tasks for the good 
of the whole community. 
Pressure from other 
interest groups places 
responsibility on the elites 
to produce an adequate 
outcome, which benefits 
both community and 
business interests.

Network interaction –
those who have access 
to resources (rather than 
just those who control 
resources) – the network 
webs which an individual 
or group has access to, and 
is able to mobilise – both 
the recognised elite and the 
non-elite from a community: 
‘those actors who are in some 
way perceived to be more 
influential or more privileged 
than some undefined group’. 

Stability Groups and individuals 
are transitory, destined to 
be usurped by a new elite 
as economic and social 
conditions change.

Power elite cannot be easily 
removed from their positions 
in society.

Democratic process of 
selection and removal of 
elites from positions of 
power.

Fluid – evolving, dynamic 
process, but relatively stable. 

Influential 
authors

Pareto (1968: 36); Mosca 
(1884/1925)

Scott (1995) Lasswell (1966: v); Aron 
(1985)

Woods (1998: 2101, 2105); 
Windolf (1998); Grewal 
(2008)   3
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make millions out of it’ (Mills, 1956: 98). In contrast to the total domination 
perspective, Petit and Scholz (2002) conceptualise elites as resulting from a 
dichotomy that appears in social groups, namely those that are the ‘best’ 
and the ‘less good’. Yet whether elites are the great and the good or the 
wealthy and villainous, the notion of elites raises two considerations, the 
legitimacy of any elite grouping and the pathways to membership of an 
elite cluster.

Arguing from the nineteenth-century classical perspective, Pareto (1935) 
and Mosca (1884/1925) noted that an entire elite can be replaced by a new 
one and that any single individual can drop from elite to non-elite status. 
Although elites are not hereditary by nature (though hereditary elites exist) 
and people from all classes of society can, at least theoretically, become a 
member of an ‘elite’, the replacing of one elite group by another is either 
slow or distinctly rapid through coups and bloody revolutionary action. The 
exceptions are the bloodless coups of the ‘velvet and colour revolutions’ of 
the twenty-first century (Kakabadse et al., 2006; Sussman and Krader, 2008), 
with Egypt, Bahrain and Tunisia being the latest targets. The colour revolutions 
of Ukraine, Serbia, etc. have been superseded by the scented revolutions of 
North Africa.

UK and European elite formation and restructure has been both slow and 
bloody. The transition process from a hegemonic, aristocratic society (landed 
or old money) to a more pluralist society began during the Middle Ages but 
gained momentum from the sixteenth century onwards, as new groups of 
individuals, such as merchants and bankers, sought to gain social status and 
power (Cannadine, 1999). That is not to say that the aristocracy was and is 
no longer an influential elite, but rather that the hegemony of power is now 
more inclusive of other elite groups such as wealthy, non-landed individuals, 
corporate leaders, political leaders and others who control, or who have 
access to, critical resources.

Examining the structure of elite networks in Germany and Britain, Windolf 
(1998) concluded that the resources on which the dominance of the economic 
elite depends are bureaucratic power, ownership of physical capital and influ-
ence over social capital. Woods (1998: 2106) suggested that elites may be better 
defined to include ‘those who have access to resources rather than simply 
those who control resources, where individuals and interest groups can be 
networked and directed towards a specific action, for an intended outcome’. 
Iglic and Rus (2004) found that although elite networks have high reproduction 
rates, in time there exist fluctuations within the old elite networks. Drawing 
from various strands of political and social thought, Grewal (2008), using a 
network perspective, explained how globalisation is best understood in terms 
of a power inherent in current and emergent social networks.

For example, a UK inquiry led by the then Secretary of State, Alan Milburn, 
examining the barriers and pathways to employment in the professions regard-
less of background, found that professionals tend to come from wealthier 
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than average backgrounds (UK Cabinet Office, 2009). The inquiry found 
that although only 7% of the population attended ‘independent’ schools 
(UK private schools), well over half the members of the professions have 
done so. For example, 75% of judges, 70% of finance directors, 45% of top 
civil servants and 32% of MPs have been privately educated (UK Cabinet 
Office, 2009). In France, since the nineteenth century, many top executives 
share a common education, namely attendance at the elite schools of higher 
education, the Polytechniques and, consequently, share common career paths 
(Bourdieu, 1986). Elite engineering schools (Écoles Polytechniques) have trained 
elite managers for French firms for approximately 150 years. Further former 
and retired high-ranking civil servants join the business elite as a common 
practice. Since the Second World War, French public servants have attended 
training at the École Nationale d’Administration (ENA) which has been recog-
nised as having a profound influence on civil servant thinking and sense of 
cohesion. Overall, these institutions have traditionally produced a significant 
percentage of France’s high-ranking civil servants, politicians and executives, 
as well as many scientists and philosophers.

In France, being a member of an elite means access to privileged social rela-
tions. An exclusive and privileged education and a career in the civil service 
nurture shared values and strong social bonds (Suleiman, 1974). Similarity of 
educational experience leads to privileged friendships which in turn become 
shared political affiliations (Kadushin, 2006). Such commonality of privi-
leged and shared experience leads to invitations and also to boardroom 
cross-directorships (Bauer and Bertin-Mourot, 1999). Chief Executive Officers 
(CEOs) from Grandes Écoles and from the civil service run 20% of French 
firms, but a huge fraction of French assets (80%). Over 20,000 senior execu-
tives of the industrial and business community of France hold degrees from 
Grandes Écoles. Over 60% of the managing directors and CEOs of France’s 100 
largest firms are graduates of the Grandes Écoles (Smith, 2005). Exposure to 
privileged courses of study enables these individuals to assume top positions 
as well as offering them different career possibilities. In France, for example, 
the graduate engineer enjoys a prestigious social status and is destined for 
senior level decision-making.

Furthermore, most of France’s political leaders, on both the right and the 
left, have come from the Grandes Écoles. For example, President Jacques Chirac 
and his prime minister, Dominique de Villepin, studied at the National School 
of Administration, which has produced most of the political technocrats who 
have run France for the last thirty years (Smith, 2005). Two opposition leaders, 
François Hollande and Laurent Fabius, also graduated from the same institution 
(Smith, 2005).

With such a wealth of evidence emphasising their all-powerful influence, 
what is surprising is the lack of extensive debate on the impact of elites 
on society. Few commentators have examined elite interaction and impact 
(Table 1.2).



Table 1.2 Elite debate

Author Focus on Key argument

Pareto (1935) Psychological and 
intellectual superiority 
of elites

Elites are the highest accom-
plished in any field. Two types:
•  governing elites; 
•  non-governing elites.

Mosca 
(1884/1925)

Sociological and 
personal characteristics 
of elites

Elites are an organised minority 
with superior organisational 
skills, whilst masses are the 
unorganised majority. 

Michels 
(1911/1915)

Social and political 
organisations

Social organisation and division 
of labour allows elites to rule 
through three basic principles:
•  need for leaders, specialised 

staff and facilities; 
•  utilisation of facilities by 

leaders within their 
organisation; 

•  the importance of the 
psychological attributes of the 
leaders. 

Mills (1956) Macro-scale Power elite groups are a 
triumvirate – political, economic 
and military – forming a 
distinguishable body wielding 
power in the American state.

Hunter (1953) A structural-functional 
approach on 
micro-scale in 
community 
power (city)

Hierarchies and webs of 
interconnection operating within 
the city reveal relationships of 
power between businessmen, 
politicians and clergy amongst 
others.

Burnham 
(1941)

Managerialism Power elite is in the hands of 
modern managers rather than 
politicians or businessmen due to 
separating ownership and control.

Putnam (1976) Competencies New elite of scientists, 
mathematicians, economists and 
engineers harnessing new 
intellectual technology.

Bourdieu 
(1986)

Noblesse de robe (‘state 
nobility’)

Elite as a dominant class maintains 
and justifies its supremacy through 
a formal elite education system of 
schools and universities – in France 
the Grandes Écoles, in the United 
States the Ivy League schools, and 
in England Oxford and Cambridge 
universities.

6  
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What is clear is that elite rule is not exercised in a consistent manner 
across a whole privileged class. Rather, it is manifest through the activities of 
a wide variety of organisations and, as such, is less visible and certainly more 
difficult to discern as a singular influence (Domhoff, 1997: 2). However, 
organisations and institutions are directed by the members of the power 
elite and in so doing:

have the interest and ability to involve themselves in protecting and 
enhancing the privileged social position of their class. Leaders within 
the upper class join with high-level employees in the organizations they 
control to make up what will be called the power elite. This power elite is 
the leadership group of the upper class as a whole, but it is not the same 
thing as the upper class, for not all members of the upper class are members 
of the power elite and not all members of the power elite are part of the 
upper class. It is members of the power elite who take part in the processes 
that maintain the class structure. (Domhoff, 1997: 2)

Mills (1956: 147), on the other hand, sees ‘the managerial reorganization of 
the propertied classes into the more or less unified stratum of the corporate 
rich’. And therein lie the range of perspectives on the composition of elites; 
the dynamic/ever-changing as opposed to the established/self-protective.

Yet, irrespective of the perspective adopted, and as already stated, there 
still exists a general paucity of empirical data on the nature of elite groupings 
and how they operate across their networks. This is, perhaps, unsurprising 
given the obvious political sensitivities and the almost uniform veil of 
‘invisibility’/privacy that surrounds these privileged groups (Thorne and 
Kouzmin, 2010).

Many scholars have tried to define the mechanisms by which the elite 
is constituted, reproduced and dissolved. Bourdieu (1979), who holds that 
individual chance of success depends above all on the way the social system 
works, found that the mechanisms for elite reproduction is through net-
works and the privilege of sharing distinct social roots which shape future 
success. Studying the ruling class in the north of France under the Second 
Empire (1849–71), Barbier (1989) found that the mechanism by which the 
elite absorbs new members and develops them is through inbreeding. By such 
unity and belief in the elite’s own common values, both simultaneously 
representing strengths and weaknesses, Barbier (1989) also illustrated how 
sons lacking their fathers’ qualities and preferring the charms of social life, 
inhibit innovation. Unable to progress in the old elite, the ‘new man’ in 
frustration turns to innovation and becomes armed with technological 
ingenuity. Despite those new skills, the new man, however, is kept well out-
side elite groupings. Through lack of innovation, existing social network ties 
are preserved, at least for a while. Thus, elite membership and continuity 
is through prestige, achieved by ‘getting in with and imitating those who 
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posses power as well as prestige’ (Mills, 1956: 43). In a way, elites become 
a caste within the upper classes, assuming the responsibility for making 
major decisions and determining the parameters within which any debate 
takes place.

Focusing on the Americans, Parenti (2007) argued that there is no one 
grand secret power elite governing the USA. In fact there are numerous 
coteries of corporate and governmental elites which communicate and coor-
dinate across various policy realms. He suggested that behind their special 
interests are the common overall interests of the moneyed class, which is 
not to say that differences never arise among these elites. Parenti (2007: 181) 
argued that:

like technology, money has a feedback effect of its own, advantaging the 
already advantaged, liquefying wealth and making it easier to mobilize 
and accumulate. With the growth of moneyed wealth comes a greater 
concentration and command over technology by the moneyed class. 
To understand the elite, one needs to understand the economic and 
political structure of the nation in which the elite resides as, ‘the very 
rich circumvent or violate existing laws and also have laws created and 
enforced for their direct benefits’ (Mills, 1956: 99).

The only exception in history to the hierarchical and controlling nature 
of elites is the horizontal organisation of the Jewish people, facilitated 
by two fundamental principles. The first principle, stated in the Hebrew 
Scriptures, refers to every human being as created in the image of God, 
guaranteeing equality for all and thus placing human rights as inherently 
given (Faur, 2008). The second principle is the Sinai Covenant which estab-
lishes the Law (constitution) as the supreme authority. The implication is 
that the ruling authorities are not hierarchically superior to anyone, as they 
too are equally bound by the same Law (Faur, 2008). By these principles, the 
individual does not depend on the state as it is the individual who creates 
the household which will then create the state, i.e. the evolution is from 
individual to household to law and then to state and citizenship (Faur, 
2008). Biblically, these two principles were captured by Samuel who was 
reluctant to introduce the institution of melukha (monarch) despite the fact 
that the people desired the institution of kingship. Samuel gave warning of 
too readily accepting the institution of government through monarchical 
rule (1 Samuel, 11:14–12:22):

This is what the king who will reign over you will do: He will draft your 
sons to make an army, and force others to farm to feed it, and still others to 
make weapons for it […] He will take your daughters to be perfumers and 
cooks and bakers. He will take the best of your fields and vineyards and 
olive groves and give them to his attendants. […] He will tax your grain 
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and give it to his officials. Your servants will be conscripted to be his 
servants, and take the best of your labour for his own use. He will take 
a tenth of your means of production, and you will become his slaves. 
When that day comes, you will cry out for relief from the king you have 
chosen.

What Samuel described was the relationship (social contract) between the 
ruler (government) and the people. In order to maintain social order the peo-
ple need to give up certain rights to government in order to preserve social 
stability (Kakabadse et al., 2009). Samuel implies that the people need to 
recognise that they cannot function solely as individuals for in order to ensure 
the defence of the nation, the will of government and the rule of law must 
predominate (Kakabadse et al., 2009). What Samuel also highlights is that 
the social contract between ruler (government) and ruled is likely not to 
be equitable or just, but shielded from criticism by the need for collective 
sacrifice in order to preserve the state and provide security for its people. 
Samuel strongly emphasises power and might as the source of authority 
despite the fact that in Judaism authority is technically limited by the Law 
(Faur, 2008).

As already indicated, with such a wealth of historical precedence, it is 
interesting to note that scholars have tended to shy away from the subject 
of elites. This is noted by Sklair (2001: ix–x):

It is somewhat surprising to discover that of all the social classes, however 
defined and categorized, the group that has attracted the least serious 
research is the class at the very top of the pile. Terms like elite, ruling class, 
and capitalist class have been out of favour in the social sciences for some 
time and the idea of a ‘global ruling class’ appears, frankly, ridiculous to 
many capable scholars.

This may be due to the difficulties faced by researchers in gaining access to 
often high-profile, busy individuals. In the words of Kahl (1957: 10), 
‘those who sit amongst the mighty do not invite sociologists to watch 
them make the decisions about how to control the behaviour of others’. 
Hence, there exists little public documentation regarding elite contribu-
tion to, or overall control of, corporate strategy or their influence on 
corporate behaviour, political processes or the overall policy design of the 
nation state.

However, some literature does exist. According to Rothkopf (2008), the 
transnational elite comprises mostly top businessmen, mainly from the 
USA and the EU. The elite is attributed with engendering a concentration 
of capital, leading to giant firms, banks and private equity organisations. 
This super-class advances its interests through self-regulation, liberalised 
markets, privatisation and the free movement of capital and control over 
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labour and privatised services (Rothkopf, 2008). Increasingly, private firms 
now decide what public elected bodies used to determine, thus spawning an 
imbalance of power which undermines democracy. Through the globalising 
agenda, the super-class has created this hugely unjust system of accumulation 
of wealth at one pole of society and of poverty at the other.

The historical interpretation of the phrase ‘balance of power’ implies 
seeking to ensure an equality of power amongst interested parties. This has 
been equated with Greek democracy and the doctrine of the harmony of 
interests, rather than positional power and status as exercised in the Roman 
Republic, and in the modern era by the USA. This is a critical point to raise 
as the philosophy that underpins Congress is that of elite theory. It is 
strongly argued that members of Congress were and continue to be elected 
from the local upper classes and are not representative of the interests of 
the varying income groups of society (Mills, 1956). Within Congress, power 
comes through seniority and the prestige of sitting on particular congressional 
committees, thus mitigating dissent (Mills, 1956). Mills (1956: 277) uses the 
term ‘power elite’ rather than ‘ruling class’, as ‘class’ is an economic term; 
‘rule’ is a political one. The phrase ‘ruling class’ purports that the economic 
class rules ‘politically’. Influential corporate interests, through concentrations 
of political and economic power, are in the control of small, interlocking 
elites, which operate according to informal, personal ties which defend this 
unequal distribution of wealth. These networks also act as a proxy for a 
foreign policy elite, where informal networking and coordination of policy 
is accomplished through the tools of formal organisation and institutions 
whose members are ex officio representatives of the major institutions regu-
lating national life.

Elites: self-fulfilling and self-regulating

Collective ownership has existed in various forms throughout history. 
Ancient Eastern despotism was based on the pre-eminence of the state’s or 
the king’s property. In ancient Egypt after the 15 BCE, arable land passed to 
private ownership. Before then only homes and their surrounding buildings 
were privately owned. State land was handed over for cultivation while state 
officials administered the land and collected rent. Canals and installations 
were also state-owned. The Roman state treated newly conquered land as 
state land and as a result also owned a considerable number of slaves. The 
medieval churches also had collective property. ‘Capitalism by its very 
nature was an enemy of collective ownership until the settlement of share-
holder organizations’ (Djilas, 1957: 55).

The English Civil Wars (1641–51) were one of the first organised attempts 
to challenge elite control of land. They were a conflict between the ‘middle 
class’ and the landowning Parliamentarians and Royalists with the purpose 
of making better use of land, enhancing trade and redistributing resources 
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from the hands of the monarch and aristocracy to other landowners. The 
Parliamentarians challenged the ‘Divine Right of Kings’ and monarchical 
rule. Charles I resisted for he hoped to unite England, Scotland and Ireland 
into one kingdom with the wealth of the realm remaining in royal and aris-
tocratic hands. The Parliamentarians, operating almost as a temporary 
advisory committee, challenged the Crown’s prerogative to use Parliament 
as a tax collection vehicle (Johnston, 1901). Three civil wars ensued followed 
by Cromwellian rule which unknowingly laid the basis for a constitutional 
monarchy to this date (McClelland, 1996).

The French Revolution was also initiated by a small elite consisting of 
the ‘Committee of Thirty’, a body of largely wealthy, liberal Parisians, who 
agitated against voting by estate. The argument was that ancient precedent 
was not sufficient cause for political control, because ‘the people were sover-
eign’ (Neely, 2008). In the 1789 election, suffrage requirements were that 
of being 25 years of age and over and having paid six livres in taxes. The 
election produced 1,201 delegates, including 291 nobles, 300 clergy and 
610 members of the Third Estate, namely those who represented the rest of 
France (Hibbert, 1980).

The National Guard (representing the centre or centre-left of the 
Assembly) under La Fayette also emerged as a power in its own right. Other 
self-generated assemblies, Jacobins and sans-culottes, were all led by an 
elite. Similarly, the Roman Catholic Church, the largest landowner in the 
country, instead of championing the cause of the poor, levied high taxes 
(known as the dîme or tithe) on crops. While the dîme lessened the severity 
of the monarchy’s tax increases, it worsened the plight of the poorest 
who faced a daily struggle with malnutrition (Chisholm, 1911). In effect, 
the French Revolution politicised the sans-culottes, whilst ‘the Industrial 
Revolution industrialized them and despite all this, the under privileged 
remained and the elites continued as before’ (Furet, 1996). Supporting the 
notion that elites do not easily let go of resources despite conflicts with 
each other, certain writers have argued that the French Revolution was 
planned by Adam Weishaupt, a German philosopher and founder of the 
Illuminati movement (1776). The movement was based on Jesuit thought 
and consisted of freethinkers (an offshoot of the Enlightenment) and 
financed by the money changers of Europe (Barruel, 1797/1799; Scott, 
1827/1843).1

The American Civil war was also a war between elites. Abraham Lincoln 
used private money residing in bonds to finance the war.2 He had to deal 
with treason, insurrection and national bankruptcy during his first days 
in office. Despite this he managed to build the world’s largest army, take 
the first steps to abolish slavery and create the greatest industrial giant in 
the world – the steel industry. In addition, a continental railroad system 
was created, the Department of Agriculture was established and a new era 
of farm machinery and cheap tools was promoted. However, in a letter to 
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Colonel William F. Elkins, Lincoln (1864/1950: 40) expressed his fear 
concerning what he had unleashed:

I see in the near future a crisis approaching that unnerves me and causes 
me to tremble for the safety of my country. […] corporations have been 
enthroned and an era of corruption in high places will follow, and the 
money power of the country will endeavour to prolong its reign by 
working upon the prejudices of the people until all wealth is aggregated 
in a few hands and the Republic is destroyed.

In many ways, Lincoln’s fears have been realised. The US Founding 
Fathers’ idea of checks-and-balances was grounded in the belief that the 
American middle class would act as the stabiliser and the pivotal point of 
the class balance in society. In contemporary US economy, the political and 
economic influence of small entrepreneurs has been replaced by a handful 
of large corporations, creating an imbalance of power (Mills, 1956). The 
‘checks-and-balances’ system assumes that the contrasting purposes of the 
Executive, Judiciary and Congress keep society in a dynamic equilibrium. 
That assumption does not seem to hold as today major interests not only 
compete with each other, but also extensively cooperate to promote shared 
interests, for example through the lobbies that are supposed to be part of 
the checks-and-balances compact but are now part of the system promoting 
the agendas of elite interests (Mills, 1956; Dalton, 2004).

In terms of their role and impact, the middle classes have come to be depend-
ent on the state. Their jobs cannot provide them with the tools for political 
freedom, economic security and independence (Mills, 1956). Labour unions 
themselves have become weak. The inability of government to discharge its 
duties due to its being controlled by corporate and military interests is visible 
through the rise of federal public debt (Table 1.3). In his final analysis, Mills 
(1956) concluded that from the American War of Independence onwards 
and through the administration of John Adams, the military, the state 
and the corporate entities have became more or less united, allowing the 
American power elite to move from one identity and agenda to another. 
American democracy is now only a formality as the state and corporate 
entities have became largely indistinguishable. In effect, democracy is 
dominated by corporate chiefs (Mills, 1956).

What of other countries? Before the 1917 Russian Revolution, three-
quarters of the capital of the large banks in Russia was in the hands of 
foreign capitalists (Lenin, 1902/1970, 1916/1948, 1970; Brovkin, 1994). 
Foreigners controlled 40% of the shares of the industrial capital of Russia 
(Trotsky, 1932). Paradoxically, it was elite foreign funding that promoted the 
Russian Revolution by sponsoring an intellectual and revolutionary elite. Lev 
Davidovich Bronstein, later known as Leo Trotsky, was one of the first group 
of Russians living abroad to be sent to Russia to incite riot and rebellion 
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Table 1.3 US Expenditure and public debt

Year Expenditure of the federal 
government (in dollars)

Federal public debt 
(in dollars)

1870 309.6 million 2.4 billion
1940 8,998.1 million 43.0 billion
1950 40,155.8 million 257.4 billion
1978 478.1 billion 771.5 billion
1988 1,118.5 billion 2,602.6 billion
1998 1,771.4 billion 5,614.2 billion
2008 2,537.9 billion 10,699.8 trillion 

Source: Compiled from Clough (1953); Bureau of Labour Statistics (2009); Department of the 
Treasury (2009).

(Wilson, 1940). On 29 March 1919, The Times of London reported on ‘one of 
the curious features of the Bolshevik movement [being] the high percentage of 
non-Russian elements among its leaders’, since some twenty or thirty com-
missars who provided the central machinery and leadership to the Bolshevik 
movement were not less than 75% non-ethnic Russians. Moreover, it was 
German, German-American and British interests that sponsored and sent 
Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov Lenin, and his 224 associates into Russia in 1917, 
to induce defection from the Russian armies. The editor of The Times, Steed 
(1924, 11: 301) noted this in his writings:

potent international financial interests were at work [at the Peace 
Conference] in favour of the immediate recognition of the Bolshevists. 
Those influences had been largely responsible for the Anglo-American 
proposal in January (1919) to call Bolshevist representatives to Paris at 
the beginning of the Peace Conference … and Tehitcherin, the Bolshevist 
Commissary for Foreign Affairs, had revealed the meaning of the January 
proposal by offering extensive commercial and economic concessions in 
return for recognition.

In particular, the top man at the US Federal Reserve, Max Warburg, was 
behind the financing of Trotsky, whilst Olof Aschberg of the Nya Banken, 
Stockholm, played a major role in the funding of the revolution (Allen and 
Abraham, 1976).

Overall, Marxism was promoted by Western monopolistic capitalism for 
the economies of the industrially underdeveloped East, such as Russia, China 
and Yugoslavia, and for Cuba and Latin America. Although the revolutionary 
movements existed in semi-feudal Russia some fifty years earlier, it was elite 
promotion of agents provocateurs that made the difference (Carr, 1950). 
Of course, elite influence on its own could not have created revolution. These 
economies desperately needed industrial change, and because their capitalism 
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was not fully developed, peasant-based revolutionary change could be induced 
(Meisner, 1967). However, what was underestimated by the West was that the 
socialist movement also created a new class – the party elite (Djilas, 1957).

Like the socialist revolutions, the post-socialist revolutions have been 
sponsored by foreign interests (see Table 1.4). For example, between 2000 
and 2005, the Russian-allied governments of Serbia, Georgia, Ukraine and 
Kyrgyzstan were overthrown through bloodless upheavals which the Western 
media portrayed as spontaneous, indigenous and popular (‘people power’) 
uprisings, termed ‘velvet’ or ‘coloured’ revolutions. In fact they were out-
comes of extensive planning and considerable financial investment much 
of which originated in the West (Sussman and Krader, 2008). Among 
the key foreign agents involved in the process of nurturing ‘transitional 
democracies’ are the United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID), the National Endowment for Democracy and its funded institutes, 
the Open Society Institute, Freedom House, and the International Center on 
Nonviolent Conflict (Sassman and Krader, 2008). These agencies offered four 
types of foreign assistance: political, financial, technical training and market-
ing propaganda (Sussman and Krader, 2008). For example, in the Ukraine 
in 2004, the USA spent about $US34 million on regime change initiatives 
(US Department of State, 2004), whilst George Soros is purported to have 
invested about $US1.6 million in support of a local ‘Freedom of Choice’ NGO 
coalition and Ukraine’s ‘New Choice 2004’ (Wilson, 2006: 184).

As anthropologist Margaret Mead (quoted in Szakos and Szakos, 2007: 
xiii) poignantly observed, ‘never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, 
committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that 
ever has’. She voiced a historical truism that major social changes have been 
led by an elite. Mills (1956) too concluded that from Caesar onwards each 
subsequent elite has more power and, with advanced technology, a greater 
capacity for destruction. Moreover, with each new generation, ‘the facility of 
power is enormously enlarged and decisively centralized, meaning that the 
decision of small groups is now more consequential’ (Mills, 1956: 23).

Whether conflict is initiated from above (elites on elites) or from below 
(the new elite), history emphasises that a new power elite takes control through 
centralising the levers of power. Despite the source of the revolution, the 
emergent (new or old) power elite is more unified and resourceful than the 
previous fragmented ‘mass society’ (Mills, 1956). The new society is con-
trolled through organs of government, particularly that of social services, 
such as health and education, which possess the administrative and human 
means to exercise close supervision of the so-called ‘problem populations’, 
those usually at the bottom of the social scale. These services are encouraged 
to collaborate with the police and judicial system which turns them ‘into 
extensions of the penal apparatus, instituting a social panopticism which, 
under cover of promoting the well being of deprived populations, submits 
them to an ever-more precise and penetrating form of punitive surveillance’ 



Table 1.4 Elites and social change

Country and event Power base of 
old elite

Drivers for 
change

Power base of 
new elite

Outcomes

Religious revolutions
Kingdom of Judea 
(167 BCE) – uprising 
led by a kohen of the 
Hashmonaim, 
Mattityahu3

Jerusalem 
(priests of
the second Temple)
and the cities of 
Judah (i.e. upwardly 
mobile Jews);
Syrian–Greek military 
administration

Helenisation of 
Jews under the 
Syrian–Greek leadership, 
Antiochus IV4

Judea’s countryside •  Daring military victories of 
the Hasmoneans

•  Re-established Jewish 
sovereignty in the Land of 
Israel 

•  The Hasmonean leadership 
that lasted for some 200 
years – temporary 
custodians of Jewish 
leadership, high priests, 
and priest-kings 

•  Celebration of Chanukah

Bourgeois revolutions
England – English
Civil War (1641–51), 
achieved from above

Royalists 
(i.e. absolute 
monarchy with 
feudal privileges 
for the aristocracy)

•  Charles I’s ‘Eleven 
Years’ Tyranny’ 
(i.e. ‘Charles’s 
Personal Rule)

•  Tax illegality
•  Political system out 

of keeping with 
wealth creation sector

•  Penalties on Puritans 
for not attending 
Anglican church 
services

•  Parliamentarians 
(i.e. gentry, 
religious Puritans)

•  Puritans led by 
Cromwell (religious 
sects – dispersed 
dialogical views)

•  Parliamentary victory5

•  Short period of 
dictatorship

•  Constitutional monarchy6

•  New Model Army7

•  Ending the monopoly of 
the Church of England on 
Christian worship

•  Elite kept power

(continued )
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France – French 
Revolution (1789–99) 
achieved by the 
proletariat below

•  Absolute 
monarchy

•  Feudal privileges 
for the aristocracy 
and  Catholic 
clergy

•  Supported by the 
‘right wing’ 
in Assembly

•  Economic factors 
included widespread 
famine, national 
debt,8 conspicuous 
consumption of 
the noble class, 
high crop tax 
levied by the 
Roman Catholic 
Church and an 
undeveloped 
internal trade 
with too many 
customs barriers

•  Protests (i.e. riots, 
chaos) and 
widespread 
looting

•  Third estate 
(i.e. people 
representatives, 
middle-class and 
the Royalist 
democrats)

•  Jacobeans 
(a federation 
of clubs – of 
dispersed 
dialogical view)

•  Napoleon and 
his elite

•  Violence and terror 
•  Resources placed in the 

hands of the revolutionary 
authorities

•  Structural change: 
Enlightenment, citizenship 
and inalienable rights9

•  French Republic

American Civil War 
(1861–5) achieved 
from above

The Confederacy 
(agrarian South)

•  Slavery
•  Sectionalism
•  Economic 

differences 
between North 
and South

The Union 
(i.e. industrialised/
corporate North)

•  Ending slavery10

•  Restoring the Union 
(i.e. Reconstruction)

•  Strengthening the role of 
the federal government

•  High casualty rate11

•  Rise of corporate power12

Table 1.4 Continued

Country and event Power base of 
old elite

Drivers for 
change

Power base of 
new elite

Outcomes
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Irish Civil War 
(1922–3) achieved 
from below

Anti-Treaty (i.e. 
Fianna Fáil party)13 – 
Republican 
opposition, for 
whom the Treaty 
represented a 
betrayal of the 
Irish Republic

•  Independence 
from British rule

•  Conflict between 
two opposing 
groups of Irish 
nationalists 
prompted by 
the Anglo-Irish 
Treaty14

•  Pro-Treaty factions 
– Irish nationalists 
(i.e. Fine Gael party 
with stronghold in 
the cities – the 
forces of the new 
Free State, who 
supported the 
Anglo-Irish Treaty 
under which the 
state was 
established)

•  Strong social capital
•  Religious bonding

•  Victory won by the Free 
State forces

•  Establishment of the Irish 
Free State, independent 
from the UK but within 
the British Empire

•  The Anglo-Irish Treaty
•  Two main parties in the 

Fianna Fáil and Fine Gael15

Socialist revolutions
Russian Revolution 
(1917) – through 
foreign financial 
support achieved 
from above and 
below.16

Constitutional 
monarchy 1906 
– supported by the 
landed class, 
aristocracy and 
the White (all 
non-Bolshevik) 
factions17

•  Economic factors;
•  High foreign 

control of resources
•  Peasant hardship
•  Foreign financial 

support of 
revolution18

The Reds (i.e. national 
network of Soviets, 
led by socialists, the 
allegiance of the 
lower-class citizens 
and the political left 
which controlled the 
levers of government19

•  New monolithic party – 
the Communist Party

•  New class – new
inequalities20

•  New social and political 
order

China – Chinese 
Civil War (1927–36 and 
also 1946–50), achieved 
from below and above

Control of land 
by several major 
and lesser warlords

•  Economic factors
•  Foreign support 

for revolution 
through training 
and know how

Both city and coun-
tryside through 
rebalancing of wealth 
distribution

•  T he Communist army 
confiscated property and 
weapons from local 
warlords and landlords, 
while recruiting peasants 
and the poor, solidifying 
its appeal to the masses 

•  Creation of People’s 
Republic of China

(continued )
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Post-socialist revolutions (i.e. coloured revolutions)21

Ukraine –
Orange Revolution 
(2004–5) 

Siloviks 
(‘strongmen’ – 
politicians from 
the old security 
or military services, 
often linked to the 
KGB)

•  Western finance 
and expertise

•  Pora (‘It’s Time’) 
a civic youth 
organisation and 
political party

•  Extensive grassroots 
campaigning and 
coalition-building 
among the 
opposition

•  Western 
alliances

•  Advocacy of 
increased 
national 
democracy

•  Amended constitutional 
law

•  New round of elections
•  Ongoing

pandemic corruption22

Capitalist revolutions of the Middle East (i.e. scented or jasmine revolutions)23

Tunisian Jasmine 
Revolution (2010–11)

Autocratic regime 
led by Ben Ali’s, 
Constitutional 
Democratic Rally 
(RCD) party 
originally 
supported by the 
United States and 
France

•  Western finance 
and expertise

•  Intensive campaign 
including youth 
and labour unions

•  Protest with rela-
tively little violence 
between security 
services and 
protesters

•  Western 
alliances

•  Advocacy of 
increased 
national 
democracy

•  Interim government 
supported by USA

•  Continued discontent
•  Promised election in 

mid-2011

Source: Compiled by authors.

Table 1.4 Continued
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(Wacquant, 2008: 22). This is best captured by Orwell’s (1946: 1) summary 
of political theory put forward by James Burnham (1941):

All historical change finally boils down to the replacement of one ruling 
class by another. All talk about democracy, liberty, equality, fraternity, all 
revolutionary movements, all visions of Utopia, or ‘the classless society’, or 
‘the Kingdom of Heaven on earth’, are humbug (not necessarily conscious 
humbug) covering the ambitions of some new class which is elbowing its 
way into power. The English Puritans, the Jacobins, the Bolsheviks, were 
in each case simply power seekers using the hopes of the masses in order 
to win a privileged position for themselves. Power can sometimes be won 
or maintained without violence, but never without fraud, because it is 
necessary to make use of the masses, and the masses would not co-operate 
if they knew that they were simply serving the purposes of a minority. 
In each great revolutionary struggle the masses are led on by vague dreams 
of human brotherhood, and then, when the new ruling class is well estab-
lished in power, they are thrust back into servitude.

Thus, from whatever perspectives they are analysed and whatever the rea-
sons for their existence, the emergent view is that elites are, historically were, 
and will continue to be, self-serving. Such seems to be the case today with 
the expansion of the means of mass persuasion of public opinion through 
the emergence of new information and communication technology (ICT). 
ICT has been used to promote a deceptive picture of choice. In reality, 
choice has been considerably limited to just a few options concerning politi-
cal, social and economic concerns all of which favour the current elites. The 
remote possibility of debate and discussion, let alone action, is disappear-
ing as the experience of the public turns into a narrowing of routines and 
structural environments. The mass has no escape from institutions tightly 
owned by the few. It is the agents of authorised institutions that penetrate 
this mass, reducing free thought through minimal discussion and replacing 
it with mindless information such as ‘big brother’ television programmes 
and chat shows, where the realisation of opinion in action is ‘guided’ by the 
authorities who organise and control the channels of such action. As Gioia 
(2003: 278) notes, ‘the reality people confront is the reality they construe’.

The uncomfortable truth of today is that the social construction of 
organised life is determined by increasing privately owned communication 
channels. These influence not only how citizens think and feel, but also 
how each relates to the other. More often than not fear, uncertainty and 
doubt are spread through dramatic accounts of military and economic 
crisis. The net result is that individuals in society are defenceless whilst, as 
groups, they have been minded to be politically indifferent (Mills, 1956). 
As David Rockefeller observed in 1993 (Telegraph, 2008), ‘we are on the 
verge of a global transformation – all we need is the right major crisis and 
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nations will accept the New World Order’. This message was later reinforced 
by Mikhail Gorbachev arguing that ‘the threat of environmental crisis will 
be the “international disaster key” that will unlock the New World Order’ 
(Telegraph, 2008). However, this new world order will seemingly be control-
led by the not so new global elite.

Global elites

Although for centuries elites were confined to local contexts, they never-
theless exercised colonial/imperial aspirations. Now with globalisation and 
the tight control of information and capital, these elites operate within 
a created context of the global milieu. In the past, one could talk of the 
French social system characterised by the importance it attached to its 
elite and the importance of belonging to the ‘state’ (D’Iribarne, 1989). Now 
the same elite belongs to the world. French society, which traditionally 
functioned according to an ‘honour system’ rather than a ‘contract system’ 
typical of the USA, and the ‘consensus system’ typical of the Netherlands 
(D’Iribarne, 1989), is increasingly integrating a ‘contract system’ with its 
established status and honour preoccupation. Thus, global elites today can 
be viewed as the locally rich but with extensive global reach.

In the present, three trends amongst the newly emergent global elites 
differentiate them from traditional elites. First, the locally rich elites are 
buying land in foreign economies on a massive scale, the consequences of 
which have not yet been understood. The World Conservation Bank owns 
many titles to lands across the globe through the World Wilderness Land 
Inventory Trust (Sweatman, 1987). Moreover, World Bank loans that are not 
collateralised may undergo loan-swaps where, for example, the bank may 
own sections of the Amazon by default.

Secondly, the ruling elite of one country is using the ruling elite of 
another country to initiate proxy wars. Once an invaluable Anglo-American 
policy tool, proxy wars are increasingly becoming a well-utilised policy 
lever. For example, in the past the UK used proxy wars/conflicts to divide 
many Arab states. Similarly the USA has used proxy wars in South America 
and South Korea, as well as in Poland, Hungary and other states. Now China 
has adopted this strategy through North Korea and Iran. It will be interesting 
to observe whether, through the invasion of Iraq and the future possible 
bombings of Iran, the USA will shape the new state of Kurdistan in order to 
provide a home base for Anglo-American operations.

Thirdly, the phenomenon of multi-polarity is gaining ground. In the 
past, the globally rich elites were more bipolar (Britain vs. Spain, Britain 
vs. France, Britain vs. the Netherlands), all competing for global resources. 
There were exceptions where multi-polar blocs emerged at times of conflict, 
such as the Thirty Years War and the Seven Years War. Now multi-polar 
interrelationships and networks (USA and its allies vs. Russia–China) are 
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constantly competing in the same space. All have global reach and, as a 
result, these elites via their networks are coming together to negotiate and 
progress their individual agendas but also to avoid direct confrontation with 
each other at all costs.

These multi-polar relationships can be witnessed through the phenom-
enon of outsourcing. By the 1980s there was a strong drive by the West 
for transferring technology to developing countries, utilising cheap labour 
and ‘outsourcing’ the dirty industries. This was followed in the 1990s by 
the outsourcing of routine information technology. In the twenty-first 
century, outsourcing is more focused on leveraging cost efficiencies particu-
larly for staple diets (or bio-fuels) such as wheat, maize, rice and jatropha. 
For example, Egyptian and South Korean projects in the Sudan are as much 
for resource exploitation as for food production. Libya has leased 100,000 
hectares from Mali for rice cultivation (The Economist, 2009a). Previous farming 
ventures involved private investors purchasing land for the growth of cash 
crops (coffee, tea, sugar, bananas). The trend has continued, for example in 
Russia, where privatised land is being bought by foreign investors for similar 
agrarian purposes (The Economist, 2009a).

Private investors are no longer single rich individuals. Now, corporations 
and governments act in a similar manner to the state-sponsored monopolistic 
companies of the past such as the East India Company, the Dutch COC, 
etc. In 2008, a Swedish company, Alpcot Agro, bought 128,000 hectares of 
Russian land; South Korea’s Hyundai Heavy Industry paid US$6.5 million 
for a major stake in Khoral Zerno, a company that owns 10,000 hectares 
of eastern Siberia (known for its richness in natural resources), and the 
US-based bank Morgan Stanley bought 40,000 hectares of the Ukraine in 
March 2009 (The Economist, 2009a). Piva, the first Russian grain processor 
to be floated, plans to sell 40% of its landowning division to investors from 
the Gulf, giving them access to 500,000 hectares of land (The Economist, 
2009a). Cambodia leased land to Kuwaiti investors in August 2008 after 
mutual prime ministerial visits. In 2008, the Sudanese and Qatari govern-
ments set up a joint venture to invest in Sudan. Saudi officials have visited 
Australia, Brazil, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kazakhstan, the Philippines, South Africa, 
Sudan, Turkey, Ukraine and Vietnam to talk about land acquisitions. The 
majority of the new deals have been government-to-government either 
directly or indirectly through corporations. The acquirers are foreign 
regimes or companies closely tied to sources of wealth such as sovereign 
wealth funds. The sellers are host governments dispensing land they have 
owned.

In terms of elite influence, particularly over land acquisition, the balance 
between the state and private sectors is heavily skewed in favour of the state. 
When private investors invested in cash crops, they tended to boost world 
trade and international economic activity – at least in theory. Now, gov-
ernments are investing in staple crops but from a protectionist impulse to 
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circumvent world markets. These land deals are in response to food-market 
turmoil. For example, The Economist index for food prices highlights rises of 
78% from 2007 to 2008, with soybean and rice both increasing by more than 
130%. Even more important is the drive for land acquisition due to water 
shortages (The Economist, 2009a). Control over resources as well as control over 
the means of production gives elites the power base needed to reshape the 
geo-politics of the globe. Electrical based transport using lithium-ion batteries 
will be promoted according to who controls big lithium deposits in Chile, 
Australia, Russia and Bolivia. Underneath its salt flats, Bolivia holds between 
one-eighth and one-half of the global total of lithium deposits (The Week, 
2009). Mitsubishi and French interests have already approached the Bolivian 
government regarding the construction of lithium plants. Publicising envi-
ronmental concerns over lithium mining, particularly the poisoning of the 
water supply in parts of Chile and the environmentally protectionist nature 
of South American socialist government policies, are considered unfriendly 
to the West, by the West (The Week, 2009).

Nature of social capital

One powerful exposition on the nature of elites is that drawn from social 
capital theory. As we have seen, the social capital perspective of elites is 
that they are individuals with similar interests who give support to one 
another. For example, Dewey (1899/1956) drawing on the work of Madison 
(1788/1961) and de Tocqueville (1840/2000) to integrate the concepts of 
social cohesion and connectedness into the pluralist tradition of American 
politics, adopted the terms ‘social capital’ and ‘social spirit’ in his exposition 
of democracy and education. Dewey (1899/1956: 30) recognised that all 
children have ‘natural resources, namely un-invested capital, which when 
effectively exercised enhances the active growth of the child’. The ‘impulse 
to communicate, to construct, to inquire, and to express in a finer form’ is 
a central aspect of social capital and social spirit. Yet, when social spirit is 
replaced with ‘positively individualistic motives and standards’ such as fear, 
emulation, rivalry and judgements of superiority and inferiority, then ‘the 
weaker gradually lose their capacity to exercise such strengths and accept 
continuous and persistent inferiority’, whilst ‘the stronger grow to glory, not 
in their strength, but in the fact that they are stronger’ (Dewey, 1899/1956: 
64–5). Dewey’s line of argument can be extended to the rest of society on 
the basis that ‘education is the fundamental method of social progress and 
reform’ (Dewey, 1899/1956: 93). Later Hanifan (1916: 130), in referring to 
social cohesion and personal investment in the community, and in differen-
tiating social capital from material goods, argued that this

tends to make these tangible substances count for most in the daily lives 
of people: namely good will, fellowship, sympathy, and social intercourse 
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among the individuals and families who make up a social unit … The 
individual is helpless socially, if left to himself … If he comes into con-
tact with his neighbour, and they with other neighbours, there will be 
an accumulation of social capital, which may immediately satisfy his 
social needs and which may bear a social potentiality sufficient to the 
substantial improvement of living conditions in the whole community. 
The community as a whole will benefit by the cooperation of all its parts, 
while the individual will find in his associations the advantages of the 
help, the sympathy, and the fellowship of his neighbours.

The political scientist Salisbury (1969) further advanced the concept of 
social capital as a critical component of interest group formation. Along 
the same lines, Bourdieu (1972) differentiated social capital from cultural, 
economic and symbolic capital. He later acknowledged that social capital, 
and similarly cultural capital, is the possession of the individual first and 
the group second (Bourdieu, 1986). However, the role that groups, associa-
tions and, in particular, entrenched institutions play in the accessibility and 
distribution of assets, produced for Bourdieu (1986) a negative opinion of 
social capital. For example, the great US Civil War Commander Andrew 
Jackson noted that, ‘the rich and the powerful too often bend the acts of 
government to their selfish purposes’, whilst Franklin Roosevelt noted that 
‘private enterprise is ceasing to be free enterprise. Private enterprise indeed 
became too private. It became privileged enterprise, not free enterprise.’

As can be seen, social capital lends itself to multiple definitions and 
interpretations through its duality in accommodating understanding of 
both economic and social interactions. In so doing, the concept has both 
structural and individual aspects. Whilst social capital facilitates collective 
action, generated by networks of relationships, reciprocity, trust and social 
norms, it can operate within the existing social structures and yet mould new 
social structures. Communication is the primary tool for building, activating 
and leveraging social capital. Communication is needed to access and use 
social capital through exchanging information, identifying problems and 
solutions to these problems, and also through finding pathways through 
conflict (Hazleton and Kennan, 2000). Equally, social capital in the institu-
tional sense can also lead to undesired outcomes if the political institutions 
and nature of democracy in a particular country are not sufficiently robust 
and, as a result, are overpowered by particularly driven social capital groups 
(Putnam, 2000). This fear was particularly visible in Lincoln’s (1864/1950) 
regrets and, later on, echoed by Woodrow Wilson (1913/2006: 185):

I am a most unhappy man. I have unwittingly ruined my country. A great 
industrial nation is controlled by its system of credit. Our system of credit is 
concentrated. The growth of the nation, therefore, and all our activities are 
in the hands of a few men. We have come to be one of the worst ruled, 
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one of the most completely controlled and dominated Governments in 
the civilized world, no longer a Government by free opinion, no longer a 
Government by conviction and the vote of the majority, but a Government 
by the opinion and duress of a small group of dominant men.

Putnam (2000) noted that social capital is not always invested towards 
positive ends, as cartels as well as violent or criminal groups’ activities are 
encouraged through the strengthening of intra-group relationships or the 
‘bonding of social capital’ to pursue their singular ends. The bonding of 
social capital perpetuates sentiments which can lead to a variety of conse-
quences, such as ethnic marginalisation, social isolation (Putnam, 2000), 
social deprivation and war.

The notion of social capital has permeated through to a multitude of 
academic disciplines, and has been segmented into three different forms: 
cognitive, relational and structural. There are no hard lines of delineation 
between these categories, which often overlap thus ensuring further 
confusion of empirical research results (Fine, 2008). Nevertheless, there 
appears to be an agreement that networks and trust have a major role 
in the construction and use of social capital regardless of the variety of 
definitions.

However, as noted by Fine (2008), current social capital literature barely 
addresses the issues of class and the state. This is particularly evident in 
post-Second World War deliberations, where in the Anglo-American system 
of oligarchic and financial hegemony, elites have used elaborate networks 
of financing and impersonal forms of control through a constellation of 
interests (i.e. internal investors) to build up a shareholding that has given 
them influence and/or control over various firms (Scott, 1987). Control 
through a collection of interests is characteristic of Anglo-American econo-
mies where financial leverage particularly through the use of credit has 
encouraged the building of large financial intermediaries. For example, the 
UK economy is represented by an inter-corporate network in which ‘City’ 
enterprises (financial services) are closely aligned with ‘non-financial enter-
prises’ (Scott, 1987).

Examination of FTSE 100 and 250 companies by Froud et al. (2008) 
revealed that, in 2005, 60% of FTSE 100 companies had at least one executive 
from another FTSE 100 company sitting on their board as a non-executive 
director (NED). Similar spheres of influence were found within FTSE 250 
companies (Froud et al., 2008).

Thus social capital thinking has a cohesive and dynamic nature, both of 
which provide explanation of the nature of elites. Certainly, there has been 
a preoccupation with the cohesive effect of social capital. However, the 
dynamic perspective to social capital indicates that, at the time of revolu-
tion, the elites rotate. As already stated, the elite that takes over is often more 
oppressive than the previous elite. Yet, there are exceptions when change 
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of the old regime is replaced by a new, more progressive one, as in Ireland 
and Australia. The Irish Civil War of the 1920s was fought by essentially two 
divisions of the working classes and although one side won, no particular 
elite took over, thus providing an example of the few more egalitarian societies 
that exist today. The Irish took exceptional dislike to the intervention of the 
British in the Irish Civil War and since then have vowed to maintain their 
political neutrality. This is seen today with Ireland demanding special status 
in the Treaty of Lisbon concerning political neutrality and also its refusal to 
be a member of NATO. In Australia, the very first federal Prime Minister, Sir 
Edmond Barton, brought the six British colonies into a federated Australia 
without violent conflict.

Conclusion

What seems clear is that a new and increasingly globally oriented, technically 
sophisticated elite uses its mass-organisational skills to promote its interests 
and power. This new global elite sees any vestige of traditional society as 
an obstacle and uses all means at its disposal, including political influence, 
financial clout, technology, propaganda as well as military and religious 
manipulation to undermine the previous order(s) and recreate a political 
order in its favour.

The danger, as captured by Mills (1956: 310) is that, with the

broadening of the base of politics within the context of a folk-lore of demo-
cratic decision-making, and with the increased means of mass persuasion 
that are available, public opinion has become the object of intensive efforts 
to control, manage, manipulate and increasingly intimidate.

This can be seen through governments’ efforts across the globe that use 
fear under the pretext of terrorism, whether that narrative is imaginary 
or real, to increase control over people (Wacquant, 2007; Thorne and 
Kouzmin, 2010).

In reaction to elite supremacy, vertical society (Friedman, 1999) is sup-
posedly being reformed by ICT, particularly through the spread of a global 
mass culture, into a purportedly more horizontal society. ICT and cyberspace 
offer utopian myths about the end of dysfunctional politics (Thorne and 
Kouzmin, 2008). However, although ICT has the potential to liberate com-
munication, this potential is not fully utilised as IT mediated communication 
follows existing patterns of norms and regulations and, as such, more invisibly 
centralises control (Kakabadse et al., 2008; Kouzmin and Thorne, 2010). 
Moreover, as Nathanson (1969: 230) notes, the military R&D complex and 
‘experimentation with new processes of production and new products’ has 
been fundamental to this development. What has emerged is a centralised 
and complex network of laws which allow particular institutions such as 
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trade associations to forge a privileged relationship with government, thus 
minimising the influence of the individual entrepreneur (Sweezy, 1983).

The technologically savvy elites see new ICT as a means for the fulfilment 
of some of the nineteenth-century ‘bourgeois public sphere’ (club and coffee-
house) functions, where individuals were able to exchange their views through 
‘reasoned argument’ and, in so doing, develop opinions on the basis that 
everyone had an equal right to speak (Habermas, 1979). In one sense, that is 
the case; an interactive debate facilitated by ICT between citizens and their 
representatives offers the representatives a likely realistic view of citizen 
opinion on practical issues. In this way, links are provided for the politician 
to access groups with whom there was no previous contact. Thus the oppor-
tunity for increasing citizen participation is available (Klein, 1995).

The counter to such a reality is that electronically mediated interac-
tions are embedded in broader social processes, wherein the Internet itself 
is only one element of the ecology of the media. From space satellites 
such as the Global Positioning System (GPS) to the Internet, from mobile 
telephones and public CCTV to office and home electronic gadgetry, every 
minutia of human activity is monitored. Moreover, the under-the-skin 
radio-frequency identifier (RFID), VeriChip, has been implanted in many 
high security employees, destitute people and those in elderly care homes 
for the purpose of control (Kakabadse et al., 2010). These newly emergent 
structures, variously named as ‘Virtual Feudalism’, ‘Post-national State’, 
‘New Serfdoms’, ‘IT-Harems’ and ‘Electronic Shoguns’, depict increasingly 
invisible, all-seeing, all-powerful control mechanisms over citizens first 
envisaged by the British philosopher, Jeremy Bentham (1787) in his essay 
on the need for social control in prisons, asylums, nursing homes, work 
places and schools – the ‘Panopticon’ (Kakabadse et al., 2007). It should 
be remembered that the Internet is both an instrument for, and result of, 
the institutionalised practices of those that use it (Mosco and Foster, 2001). 
The original Internet community custom of sharing information freely is 
slowly diminishing as the Internet is becoming an increasingly controlled 
commodity by both big business and governments.

The debate between ICT determined freedom and control is captured 
in the dual theories of technology amplification and technology reinforce-
ment. ‘Technology amplification theory’ (Agre, 2002) holds that ICT has the 
ability to amplify citizen’s democratic participation by providing electronic 
public forums and electronic voting. ‘Technology reinforcement theory’, 
sometimes termed technology enactment theory (Fountain, 2004), holds 
that ICT provides new mechanisms to further reinforce existing power 
structures and social controls and identifies problematic structural 
aspects to the polity through ever-increasing surveillance systems. Both 
theories provide different analytical frameworks but come to the same 
conclusion – that ICT does not create a new political order, it reinforces 
the existing one.
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The rhetoric of the ‘communication revolution’ is, in reality, a ‘functional 
amplification’ (Morrison et al., 1999). As such, ICT is a tool for ‘reinforcement 
politics’ and is less applicable to the ‘creation of new forms of democratic 
public spheres than to the support of already existing ones’ (Buchstein, 1997: 
260). The public sphere is and always was a much larger phenomenon than 
any ICT-mediated forum. New ‘political forms will emerge only by counter-
balancing or transcending a regime of political integration and category of 
the political subject that ICT is rapidly amplifying’ (Agre, 2002: 331). The 
propagation of cyberspace as a mythical space rests on three powerful beliefs 
about radical and transcendent disjunction celebrating the end of history, 
the end of geography and the end of politics. Yet, deeper analysis shows that 
the marriage between ICT and capital, which seeks to dispel old means of 
doing politics, is in fact distinctly skilled at practising old politics (Mosco and 
Foster, 2001). In this sense, capital as we know it today, wins.

The concepts of ‘self-service democracy’ and ‘new public management’ 
(NPM) are borrowed from the private sector primarily for the purposes of 
reinforcing cost discipline practices. Firms that employ ‘service’ use the 
mythical language of customer empowerment but are in fact driven by cost 
savings. It costs $7.00 to answer a query through a call centre, but only 10 
cents to deal with the issue online. Each self-service checkout at a grocery 
store replaces around 2.5 employees (The Economist, 2009b). In a similar 
vein, e-government is going the same route. Political governance, by virtue 
of controlling societal behaviour through consumerism and personal choice 
packaged in electronic format, is powerful (Passavant, 2005). The promoters of 
e-democracy, such as the Progressive Freedom Foundation (PFF), backed by 
large electronic technology enterprises, are advocating a regulatory regime 
where the focus that will shape behaviour and mould opinion in cyberspace 
will be technological code rather than traditional legal regulation (Mosco 
and Foster, 2001).

In societies such as the USA and the UK which operate mission-oriented 
public policies based on ‘big science deployed to meet big problems’ (Weinberg, 
1967: 24), technology is used strategically and is ‘intimately linked to the 
objectives of national sovereignty’, including that of national defence and 
national pride such as atomic energy, weapons and aeronautics. However, 
the technology application debate is removed from the public sphere (Ergas, 
1987: 193). For example, the Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI) promotes the 
pretext of security, but also increasingly impinges on individual freedom, by 
deploying intrusive technology (Mosco and Foster, 2001). In societies with 
diffusion-oriented public policies, such as in Sweden and Switzerland, deci-
sion-making is decentralised and citizens are involved in public debate over 
the introduction of new technology (Ergas, 1987).

As emphasised and regardless of the theoretical perspective adopted, 
namely ICT amplification or ICT reinforcement, ICT does not provide a 
solution to the shortcomings of current democratic processes. Analysis of 
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the impact of ICT on democracy concludes that unequal power relations 
emerge whereby the corporation’s influence on public policy development 
far supersedes that of the citizen (Kakabadse et al., 2007).

There is a need to change political processes from the principle set by the 
Roman Republic (citizen rights) but distorted by the elites for their own ends, 
to that based on the principle of Athenian democracy. Ireland and Australia 
have minimised elite control through their political governance design 
(proportional representation, elected upper houses). Sweden, Denmark and 
Finland have also minimised elite influence through the mechanism of wealth 
redistribution (high taxation rates, tax simplification and stability, minimisa-
tion of tax avoidance/evasion, tax efficiency) and an all-embracing social 
welfare system. Hence, these economies have achieved a higher degree of 
egalitarian culture where there is minimal elite control of the various strata 
of society. The UK, the USA, Russia and France, in contrast, have adopted 
minimal mechanisms for effective wealth redistribution to keep at bay self-
seeking elites. Moreover, the UK, the USA and Russia have competitive tax 
systems to attract corporations and wealthy individuals to relocate to their 
countries, thus encouraging the cult of elitism. Ironically, Ireland has also 
adopted a similar practice, which goes against the culture of a down-to-earth 
society, but that practice has not spawned an over-dominant elite that drives 
public policy towards satisfying particular agendas.

There is a need to invoke a debate about how far, and in what areas of 
the socio-economic sphere, organs of government need to be involved 
(Kakabadse et al., 2007). The inherent paradox of representative democracy 
is expressed as the dilemma between government control versus citizen 
freedom. Thus the question that is raised is whether the power conferred 
on institutions to engender a balanced society is at the point of destroying 
the very freedom it sought to protect (Amato, 1997: 3). In order to debate 
meaningfully the state of the realm (Post, 1964: 322), there is a need for an 
effective and free communicative infrastructure. There is a need for a ‘new 
birth of freedom; [so] that government of the people, by the people, for the 
people, shall not perish from the earth’ (Lincoln, 1864/1950: 1). In order to 
uphold democratic values, it is the duty of government organs to maintain 
and enhance honourable and prosperous conditions on behalf of the state 
(Viterbo, 1901: 232). Unfortunately, the emergent patterns of elite behav-
iour that are being reported are those of evident ‘oligarchic convergence and 
isomorphism’ (Kouzmin and Thorne, 2010). The need for further, informed 
debate and in-depth research on the impact of elites is imperative.

Notes

1. The Illuminati (Latin illuminatus, ‘enlightened’) were the group’s given name, 
although they called themselves ‘Perfectibilists’. The group has also been called the 
Illuminati Order and the Bavarian Illuminati Group was founded on 1 May 1776, 
in Ingolstadt, Upper Bavaria. 
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 2. Prior to the Federal Reserve Bank’s creation, the House of Morgan was dominant in 
contrast to the early colonists’ model. Operating out of Philadelphia, the nation’s 
first capital, it favoured state-issued and loaned-out money, collecting the interest 
and ‘return(ing) it to the provincial government’ in lieu of taxes (Lendman, 2009).

 3. Mattityahu, a kohen (high priest) of the Hashmonaim family who lived 
in Modi’in west of Jerusalem and his sons including Judah Maccabee (the 
‘Hammer’) gave vent to ‘righteous anger’, a revolt against Antiochus IV, which 
won independence for Jerusalem and allowed Mattathias to rule until 166 BCE 
(Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, XII, vi, 2). The revolt was not only against 
Greek rule, but also against fellow Jews and other priests who became Hellenists 
(Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, XII, vi, 2). Many kohanim (priests) were among 
the first to assimilate, probably because their high socio-economic status 
brought them into close contact with the Greeks. This revolt was later called the 
Zealot movement, an anti-Hellenistic, Hassidic movement, which advocated the 
strict enforcement of Jewish Law.

 4. Loss of traditions of Shabbat, kashrut and circumcision, and sacrificing to God in 
the Temple.

 5. Trial and execution of Charles I, the exile of his son, Charles II, and replacement 
of English monarchy with first, the Commonwealth of England (1649–53) and 
later with a Protectorate (1653–9), under Oliver Cromwell’s personal rule. 

 6. Constitutionally, this established the precedent that an English monarch cannot 
govern without Parliament’s consent, although this concept was established only 
later in the century. 

 7. In 1645, Parliament reaffirmed its determination to fight the war to the finish. 
It passed the Self-denying Ordinance by which all members of either House of 
Parliament laid down their commands, and reorganized its main forces into the New 
Model Army, led by Sir Thomas Fairfax, with Cromwell as his second-in-command. 

 8. Louis XV fought many wars, bringing France to the verge of bankruptcy. 
Furthermore, Louis XVI supported the colonists during the American Revolution, 
exacerbating the precarious financial condition of the government. The national 
debt amounted to almost two billion livres.

 9. The Revolution managed to give practical application to the ideas of the philos-
ophes of equality before the law, trial by jury, and the freedom of religion, speech 
and the press. Furet (1996: 215) notes that, ‘On both sides there was the implicit 
demand for a king, but one who was radically different from other kings, since 
he would be born of the sovereignty of the people and of reason. This was where 
Napoleon Bonaparte, King of the French Revolution, was born. In 1789, the French 
had created a Republic, under the name of a monarchy. Ten years later, they created 
a monarchy, under the name of a Republic.’ 

10. Slavery effectively ended in the USA in the spring of 1865 when the Confederate 
armies surrendered. All slaves in the Confederacy were freed by the Emancipation 
Proclamation. Slaves in the border states and Union-controlled parts of the South 
were freed by state action or (on 6 December 1865) by the Thirteenth Amendment.

11. Three per cent of the population (i.e. the war produced about 1,030,000 casual-
ties, including about 620,000 deaths of soldiers—two-thirds through disease) 
(Nofi, 2001).

12. Discussing a particular case, Lincoln speaking to the Illinois legislature, argued 
that ‘These capitalists generally act harmoniously and in concert to fleece the 
people, and now that they have got into a quarrel with themselves, we are called 
upon to appropriate the people’s money to settle the quarrel’ (Nicolay and Hay, 
1897/1905: 1: 24). 
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13. Civil war broke out when Michael Collins was sent by de Valera to negotiate and 
agree with the British to keep Ireland (south) independent but not the north. 
Many did not accept this, arguing that the war with the British did not go far 
enough to realise a united independent Ireland. There were two main parties: Fine 
Gael (city – traders) and Fianna Fáil (country) who continued the war. The Irish 
emerged with a democracy but without an elite stronghold. Fianna Fáil (‘Soldiers of 
Destiny’ or ‘Warriors of Fál’ – ‘Fál’ is the legendary name for Ireland) was founded 
by Éamon de Valera who led it from 1926–59. The war of independence against 
the British which sparked the Irish Civil War was a political and social movement. 
The underlying sentiment inspired the need to preserve Irish culture, language, 
history and religion. Historically the desire for political independence from Great 
Britain has been associated with the Irish Catholic community, but in reality it 
was also supported by many Irish Protestant nationalists.

14. The Second Dáil (16 August 1921–8 June 1922) (i.e. Dáil Éireann) was the 
revolutionary parliament of the self-proclaimed Irish Republic. One of its most 
important acts was to bring an end to the War of Independence by ratifying the 
controversial Anglo-Irish Treaty. Officially called the ‘Articles of Agreement for 
a Treaty between Great Britain and Ireland’, the treaty between the government 
of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland (David Lloyd George) and 
representatives of the de facto Irish Republic (Michael Collins, Arthur Griffith) 
was signed on 6 December 1921 and concluded the Irish War of Independence. 
It established an autonomous dominion, known as the Irish Free State, within 
the British Empire, and provided Northern Ireland, which had been created by 
the 1920 Government of Ireland Act, with the option to opt out of the Irish Free 
State, which it exercised.

15. Fine Gael (‘United Ireland Party’ meaning ‘Family of the Irish or Tribe of the Irish’) 
was formed in 1933 following a merger of its parent party, the Cumann na nGaed-
hael with the Army Comrades Association (ACA or ‘Blueshirts’) and the Centre 
Party. Its origins lie in the struggle for Irish independence and the pro-Treaty side 
in the Irish Civil War, identifying, in particular, Michael Collins as the founder of 
the movement.

16. In 1905 there was a wave of mass political unrest through vast areas of the Russian 
Empire which led to the establishment of a limited constitutional monarchy, the 
establishment of the State Duma of the Russian Empire, a multi-party system 
and the Russian Constitution of 1906. The Russian Revolution was the result of a 
series of revolutions in Russia in 1917, which destroyed the tsarist autocracy and 
led to the creation of the Soviet Union. The first revolution took place in February 
1917, in the context of the First World War, with much of the army in a state of 
mutiny. The tsar was deposed and replaced with a provisional government. The 
second revolution was in October 1917, when the provisional government was 
removed and replaced with the Bolshevik (communist) government. Numerous 
socialist revolutionaries participated in the October Revolution. After the revolu-
tion, these collaborating parties were dispersed, or dissolved of their own accord 
and merged with the Communist Party.

17. After 1906, landlords of large properties, terrorised by the revolutionary farmers, 
sold their possessions, either directly to their tenants or through the agency of 
the so-called ‘farmers’ banks’ (Krestjansky Bank), a government institution that 
previously functioned as the business agency of the nobility. In this way a small 
part of the possessions of the great landed nobility passed into the hands of even 
wealthier farmers. By this so-called agrarian reform programme, Stolypin, the 
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tsarist minister, dissolved the old ‘mir’ (peasant communities), and divided the 
community lands in such a way that the best portions everywhere fell into the 
hands of a thin layer of agricultural bourgeoisie. The result was a visible strength-
ening of this new class, whose members organised everywhere on a cooperative 
basis.

18. The return to Russia of Lenin and his party of exiled Bolsheviks, followed a few 
weeks later by a party of Mensheviks, was financed and organised by the German 
government (Katkov, 1956; Futrell, 1963; Possony, 1966). The necessary funds 
were transferred in part through Nya Banken in Stockholm, owned by Olof 
Aschberg. The dual German objectives were: removal of Russia from the war and 
control of the post-war Russian market.

19. The Bolsheviks, led by Lenin, took workers’ militias and formed them into the 
Red Guards (later the Red Army) over whom they exerted substantial control. 

20. The average pay of a worker in the USSR in 1935 was 1,800 roubles annually, 
while the pay and allowance of the secretary of a rayon committee amounted 
to 45,000 roubles annually (Orlov, 1951/1953). Discrepancies between the pay 
of workers and of party functionaries were extreme in Russia as well as in other 
communist societies. 

21. Between 2000 and 2005, the governments of Serbia, Georgia, Ukraine and 
Kyrgyzstan were overthrown through bloodless revolutions. Each of these social 
movements included extensive effort by student activists. In Serbia, the most 
famous of these was ‘Otpor’ (‘Resistance’), a youth movement formed in 1998 
as a symbol of anti-Milošević that helped bring in Vojislav Koštunica. In Georgia 
there was a movement called ‘Kmara’ – trained by the Belgrade-based Centre for 
Nonviolent Resistance and several other Western organisations, and founded by 
Freedom House, the National Democratic Institute, the European Union, the 
National Endowment for Democracy, the International Republican Institute, the 
Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe, USAID and the Council 
of Europe (Sussman and Krader, 2008). In the Ukraine there was ‘Pora’ (‘It’s 
Time’). Each of these revolutions included election victories followed up by pub-
lic demonstrations. Although Western media generally portrayed these coups as 
spontaneous, indigenous and popular (‘people power’) uprisings, these ‘coloured 
revolutions’ were in fact outcomes of extensive planning. Currently similar sup-
ported movements operate in Belarus under the name ‘Zubr’, in Albania under the 
name MJAFT (‘enough’) and in Russia under the name of ‘Oborona’ (‘Defense’). 
For example, in Serbia (with a population of 10 million), with a commitment of 
$23 million in USAID spending towards the strategic objective of ‘democratic 
transition’, the opposition was empowered and emboldened to contest the elec-
tion and force Milošević from power (Bacher, 2002). In particular, ‘Otpor’, the 
Democratic Opposition of Serbia received $10 million in 1999 and $31 million in 
2000 (Bacher, 2002). The first application of a Western template for regime change 
was in Bulgaria in 1996, where the US National Endowment for Democracy and 
the International Republican Institute (IRI) ‘discovered’ that ‘NGOs could tilt an 
election in favour of America’s preferred candidate’ (MacKinnon, 2007: 30) by 
unifying the opposition and then creating and funding citizen-based polls. As further 
example, the Chair of the Georgian Parliamentary Committee on Defence and 
Security, Givi Targamadze, a former member of the Georgian Liberty Institute, as 
well as some members of ‘Kmara’, acted as consultants to Ukrainian opposition 
leaders drawing on the techniques of non-violent struggle (Mielnikiewicz, 2004). 
Georgian rock bands, Zumba, Sof Eject and Green Room, which earlier had 
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supported the Rose Revolution, organised a solidarity concert in central Kiev to 
support Yushchenko’s cause in November 2004 (Mielnikiewicz, 2004).

22. As an example, Yushchenko failed to constrain pandemic corruption. In Georgia, 
Saakashvili ‘replaced “super presidential” institutions with even more highly con-
centrated “hyper presidential” ones’, even attempting to ban all parties opposed 
to his pro-Western policy agenda (Hale, 2006: 312). 

23. Scented or fragrant revolutions originally referred to the Portuguese revolution 
of 1974 named the ‘carnation revolution’. The term ‘jasmine revolution’ is used 
to describe nostalgia for purity, a return to creating political desires that link 
purity to exclusiveness and self-determination. However, ‘nostalgia is never neat, 
and its meanings are both polyvalent and contested’ as evident in the ‘Turkish-
Cypriot nostalgia with a seeming cosmopolitanism, or longing for a multi-cultural 
past’ (Hatay and Bryant, 2008: 424). The sense of smell (or olfaction) is our most 
primitive sense and is located in the same part of our brain that affects emotions, 
memory and creativity. Pungent scents, like smelling salts, can jolt the mind. The 
scent of flowers is fourth on the list of the top twenty smells which make people 
happy (Hatay and Bryant, 2008).
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On Values, Invisibility(ies) 
and Elites
Kym Thorne and Alexander Kouzmin

Introduction

Issues of ‘visibility’ and ‘invisibility’ are not new. Constructing ‘realities’ has 
always involved a manipulation of what is seen and not seen. One must be 
aware of the invisible behind what is permitted to be visible and how one must 
deal with the invisible before efficaciously reacting to the visible. The visible 
and the invisible and the graduations/shadows between them are interrelated 
realities of the political condition. The most important power struggles and 
gambits are over the ability to control or flux ‘(in)visibility’.

Yet, the importance of fluxing visibility and invisibility continues relatively 
unrecognised. Neo-liberalism continues to benefit from fluxing (in)visible 
manifestations of visible management/sovereign individual triumph and ‘invis-
ible’ ministrations of ‘free markets’ (Chandler, 1977; Thorne and Kouzmin, 
2006; Thorne, 2010a, 2010b). At the same time the post-modern narrative 
underwrites a fragmented, multiple, socially and linguistically, de-centred 
subject, favouring relativism, indeterminacy and de-totalisation over coher-
ence, linearity and causality. Post-modernism prefers political strategies 
that involve identity, culture and the realm of everyday life over political 
strategies that involve agency, the state and the political economy. This 
evidences a fundamental mutuality of interest between the neo-liberal 
and the post-modern approaches to economic globalisation – the ‘Imperial 
Project’ (Klein, 2007: 343; Thorne, 2009, 2010b), virtuality (Thorne, 2005) 
and an unrestrained individualism (Thorne, 2010a). Such mutuality distrusts 
communal activities and political action, luxuriates in the liberating possibili-
ties of technology and celebrates hybridity, self-absorption and transparency 
(Kouzmin et al., 2009).

This chapter draws on Weberian (Freund, 1972) ideal type formulations 
and Selznick (1952, 1957, 1965, 2000, 2002) to position the hegemony 
conjured by elites in the cyberspace epoch. This chapter suggests that the 
hegemonic use of visible and invisible power in cyberspace locates the miss-
ing Weberian (Satow, 1975) ‘ideal type’ of authority – (in)visible hegemonic 

38



On Values, Invisibility(ies) and Elites  39

values. This chapter also considers that there is a need for a Dahrendorf-like 
(1968) ‘sociology of values’ to be extended into public affairs in order to 
provide an ongoing understanding of elite manipulations of visibility and 
invisibility.

A missing ideal type

Satow (1975) identifies within Weber’s related general categories of social action 
a value-rational action associated with legitimacy but one that has no clearly 
identified form of authority. According to Satow (1975), both purposive-rational 
and value-rational social action and their associated forms of legitimacy and 
authority were subsumed under Weber’s (1947) concept of rational organisa-
tion. Weber (1947) did not seem to associate value-rational social action and/or 
legitimacy with any form of authority. Satow (1975) did not find any discussion 
of the organisational structure of any organisations based on value-rational 
authority and considered that this omission was the result of Weber’s (1925) 
view that all authority must be legitimate and all legitimate authority involves 
very specific forms of economic and political domination.

Furthermore, relying on Bendix (1962), Satow (1975) considered that 
everything not directly connected to the economic and political realm, 
including religion, was focused on the connection between ‘material inter-
ests and ideas, rather than questions of domination and administration’ 
(Bendix, 1962: 286, cited in Satow, 1975: 527). So, it is not surprising to 
Satow (1975) that ‘while [Weber] accepted the value-rational orientation to 
social action and legitimacy based on rational belief in an absolute value 
in religion, he never considered the possibility of an administration based 
on value-rational authority’ (Satow, 1975: 527). However, even allowing for 
these sharp distinctions between the economic and political realm and all 
other possible realms including religion, Satow (1975: 527) thought that it 
is possible to ‘construct a fourth type of authority’. This missing form of 
authority could be based on a ‘faith in the absolute value of a rationalized 
set of norms’ (Willer, 1967, cited in Satow, 1975: 527). What was required 
is to extend Weber’s emphasis on obedience to formal laws and rules into 
obedience to ideological norms.

Willer (1967: 237) also believes that ideological authority is possible and 
‘like legal-rational authority, implies a bureaucratic administrative structure’. 
Satow (1975) found this approach simplistic and restrictive. Value-rational 
organisations were not deviant forms of bureaucracies. Instead, value-rational 
organisations were inherently complex requiring the simultaneous balancing of 
requirements to rationally ensure survival and to ensure commitment to an 
absolute goal. The requisite balancing could be achieved in two possible 
ways – the church response and the sect response. The church response ‘is to 
adapt at the expense of the goals’ and the sect response ‘is to maximize goal 
commitment at the expense of adaption’ (Satow, 1975: 528).
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In Satow’s (1975) estimation, both the church and the sect were cut 
from the same cloth. Additionally, both represented Nahirny’s (1962) divi-
sion of ideological organisations into formal ideological groups (churches) 
and informal ideological groups (sects). Formal ideological groups are not 
bureaucracies; participation is not based on functionally specific official 
roles and total commitment is still required to ‘authoritatively defined and 
institutionalized’ causes (Satow, 1975: 528). In contrast, informal ideological 
groups most commonly composed of zealots are essentially unstable, even 
ephemeral, and their survival involves some eventual accommodations with 
the church.

Adapting Hammond and Mitchell (1970), Satow locates examples of this 
relationship within the Protestant church which found ‘room for radicals 
rather than expelling them’ and, thereby, ‘minimizing disruption without 
sacrificing the potential contribution of the radicals’ (Satow, 1975: 528). 
Satow also located other examples of the segmentation of radicals in the 
approach to research and development groups within corporations and to 
research institutes within universities. This

[s]egmentation allows the organization to maximize maintenance of its 
goals while adapting to changes in the environment. The segmented 
groups can retain a rather sect-like, collegial character within the parent 
organization which is basically bureaucratic. (Satow, 1975: 528)

Satow (1975) draws particular attention to autonomous, professional 
organisations whose members exist within and outside of other organisations 
and juggle ‘self-government for their professions and autonomy for each 
member’ (Satow, 1975: 529). Professional status is conferred by ‘the degree to 
which practitioners conform to a set of moral norms’ (Wilensky, 1964: 140). 
These groupings of professionals are essentially secular ‘moral communities’ 
(Satow, 1975: 529) notable for the primacy of professional ethics, ‘a horizontal 
pattern of authority, a decentralised distribution of power and an emphasis 
on colleague control’ (Hall, 1968, cited in Satow, 1975: 530). These characteris-
tics are also evident in virtual organisations (Thorne, 2005).

This restrictive segmentation was not the most appropriate depiction of 
authority within value-rational organisations. Satow (1975) had overempha-
sised Weber’s purported emphasis on technocratic or even socio-technic 
‘technique’ as being fundamental to the ‘rationalization’ of societies of the 
future. As Freund (1972: 282) demonstrates, Weber located technique and 
techniques everywhere and did not reduce ‘all human values, including 
intellectual and ideal values, to pure technique and the laws of energy’ 
(Freund, 1972: 282). Satow (1975) should have consistently positioned 
the missing ideal type within Weber’s far more distinctive emphasis on 
values and agency as ‘technique is no more able to escape the tensions 
and antagonisms of values peculiar to every civilization than is any other 
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human activity’ (Freund, 1972: 282). For Weber, meaningful action was 
‘reserved for activities whose intent is related by the individuals involved 
to the conduct of others’ and this behaviour was ‘the primary form of more 
complex types of behaviour, such as those of [elite] groups, institutions, 
and associations’ (Freund, 1972: 103).

Few of the technocratic sects responsible for the information and com-
munications technology (ICT) ‘revolution’, for example, have stayed within 
the ‘skunk works’ of their original corporate employers. Similarly, monetarist 
economists did not stay within academe but colonised the economic levers 
of the global economy (Thorne, 2010b). More generally, cyberspace is domi-
nated by the hegemonic ambitions of those elites/sects that stand to gain the 
most from projections of globalisation, virtuality and individual sovereignty. 
Sects may be extensive and diverse, may require little or no physical presence 
and may adapt to external events such as the ‘war on terror’ (Thorne and 
Kouzmin, 2010) and the global financial crisis (GFC) (Thorne, 2010b).

According to Freund (1972: 155), Weber considered a sect-like ‘monopoly 
or the closed system as the defender or initiator of privilege’. The trend 
towards monopoly may of course take different forms according to the 
social structure involved:

depending on whether it promotes the privileges of an order, corporation, 
social class, category, officials/employees social stratum (peasant, notables, 
traders, liberal professions), or of a religious fraternity of an ascetical or 
other nature. […] The typical form of the closed relationship of earlier 
times was the [closed] guild. (Freund, 1972: 156)

Even where the ‘capitalist enterprise’ was most visible for being more 
‘open’:

offering free scope to both internal and external competition, it has 
also come to create other monopolies (licenses, patents, manufacturing 
secrets), and, in certain cases, has led to industrial concentration and has 
even revived protectionism, no longer at the level of a particular branch 
of business but at that of the wider [elite] groupings of the state. (Freund, 
1972: 156)

Economic/social groupings become fundamentally about ‘depending 
on the circumstances, whether to form a closed or an open relationship’ 
(Freund, 1972: 157). The use of closed/open, visible/invisible means by 
groups/elites after economic/political advantage may be counterpoised by 
Weber’s approach to ‘supernational forces’ outside of ‘normal observation’: 
‘for if one believes that behind the things of everyday are hidden forces 
which do not reveal themselves directly, means must be found to give them 
significance’ (Freund, 1972: 187). These ‘symbols’ become ‘the instrument 
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of a wordless language which enables men to understand the will of beings 
who do not speak’ (Freund, 1972: 187).

In Freund’s (1972) analysis of Weber’s work, the hidden and non-hidden, 
the rational and the irrational, the religious and the non-religious could 
all be involved in the formation of formal and informal ideological, elite 
groupings distinctive for visible and invisible values. ‘The man motivated by 
political conviction must know that no one active in public affairs can avoid 
either violence or compromise with the powers of darkness’ (Freund, 1972: 
30). What is decisive is the advantage and utility to any individual person’s 
value orientation of the evident open/closed, visible/invisible play of other 
value orientations (especially hegemonic value orientations) emanating from 
other individuals and elite groups.

Satow’s (1975) highly circumscribed approach to value rationality is not 
surprising. Weber’s life work is most often reduced to being about technocratic, 
instrumental rationality. This predominately Western form of rationality 
‘is not confined to a particular or privileged sector of human activity, but 
permeates the whole of life’ (Freund, 1972: 143) and ‘the world becomes 
increasingly the artificial product of man, who governs it much as one 
controls a machine’ (Freund, 1972: 143–4). Not only does this hubris indi-
cate the continuing relevance of the irrational within the rational and the 
spiritual within the practical, but suggests a ‘rational civilization’ that still 
focuses ‘on appearances’ and relies on ‘artificial things controlled by specialists’ 
(Freund, 1972: 146).

This rampant rationalisation just brings the sense that individuals are master 
of their own destiny. ‘Rationalised’ persons populate cyberspace. Many are 
evident in post-human cyborgs (Haraway, 1985); the info-persons (Zuboff, 
1988); symbolic analysts (Reich, 1992); creatives (Florida, 2003); sovereign 
individuals (Davidson and Rees-Mogg, 1997); the multitude (Hardt and Negri, 
2004; Thorne and Kouzmin, 2004; Thorne 2005, 2010a) and monetarist 
economics (Klein, 2007) and their free market adherents (Thorne, 2010b) that 
seek salvation via the manipulation of digital, monetary and other informa-
tion flows in cyberspace. Pervasive is the promise of a new, electronically 
enabled, non-physical life, infinitely flexible, free of frictions and involving 
the postponement of death. This promise is essentially empty and the cyber-
space epoch is another flux in hegemonic visible and invisible power.

Values permeate Weber’s notion of social action, legitimacy, authority 
and the nature of organisations. These adjustments reveal that the missing 
ideal type of value-rational authority is not just restricted to a partial exist-
ence within segmented organisations but may have many forms, may be 
able to act visibly and invisibly within and outside of organisations and 
may engage fully in economic/political/religious/social processes, including 
elite hegemonic actions. Given these adjustments, Satow’s (1975) missing 
Weberian ideal type is better expressed as value authority in the epochal 
context of (in)visible hegemonic values.
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Dahrendorf and (in)visible values

Dahrendorf (1968) also notes ambiguities in Weber’s conception of the ‘increas-
ing rationality of the modern world’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 218) – distinguishing 
tension between the rationality of economic scarcity and the rationality of the 
‘just society’ leading to conflicting forms of social organisation – the market 
and the plan. Dahrendorf (1968) places norms and values (visible and invis-
ible) as fundamental to social compacts and to all forms of social action, 
legitimacy and authority. Dahrendorf accepts Parsons’ (1954) proposition 
that society is made possible ‘by virtue of some assumed general agreement 
on a set of values that define the boundaries and coordinates of the social 
order and of individual identity in social groups’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 139). 
However, he explicitly rejects Parsons’ (1954) emphasis on equilibrium and the 
marginalisation of power. For Dahrendorf (1968: 140), the extent of continuity 
within social life is often puzzling but this is more to do with constraint and 
force than equilibrium. Societies are ‘moral entities […] definable by normative 
structures […] [and] norms are established and maintained [sanctioned] 
only by power, and their substance may well be explained in terms of the 
interests of the powerful’.

Norms are values associated with the ‘binding force’ of sanctions and 
the translation of values into norms, the application of sanctions and 
the maintenance of stability all refer back to power as a constraining 
force rather than a currency of exchange or an expression of social inte-
gration. (Dahrendorf, 1968: 140)

In this ‘trinity of norms, sanction and power’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 174), 
conflict is not to be unexpected. Rather than being a ‘diabolus ex machine’, 
conflict is the result ‘of necessity from the resistance provoked by the exercise 
of power’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 140). Conflict is a ‘great creative force’ and 
‘[n]ot the presence but the absence of conflict is surprising and abnormal’. 
Dahrendorf (1968: 127) presents a Machiavellian (the deft, purposeful 
manipulation of visible and invisible power) approach to (in)visible values 
as ‘ruling rather than common [stabilising], enforced rather than accepted 
at any given point of time’. Since ‘conflict generates change’ then ‘constraint 
may be thought of as generating conflict’ and ‘it is always the basis of con-
straint that is at issue in social conflict’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 127).

Dahrendorf (1968) advances an anti-utopian, conflict model of society that 
is the basis of an ‘open’ society. Epochal change occurs when the powerful 
become weak and opponents act ‘to take over and translate their interests 
into norms’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 145). The most successful individuals and 
groups in any society will be those best able to ‘adapt […] to the ruling norms’ 
(Dahrendorf, 1968: 174). Dahrendorf (1968: 168) assumes that ‘the number of 
values capable of regulating human behaviour is unlimited’. Gossip, secrets, 
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scandals and transparency may become norms and those who do not engage 
in these norms will be discriminated against. Norms could be false or accurate, 
further reinforcing the need to obtain approval tokens or safety warrants from 
rulers/elites. During wartime, and even economic competition, ‘spreading 
plausible but false information is a legitimate strategy’ (Dahrendorf 1968: 235). 
In every society – even cyber-society – some groups are more advantageously 
placed than others. Dahrendorf (1968: 201) thought that this advantage could 
be countervailed by a rational legitimisation of power that gave everyone a 
chance to access power via equality of citizenship rights and responsibilities. 
However, Dahrendorf (1968: 214) ‘resolutely oppose[d] all social levelling and 
uniformity, and as resolutely advocate[d] institutional pluralism, social 
differentiation and diversity’. When stripped of the (visible) veneer of constant 
change, innovation and flexibility, supposedly amorphous, non-territorial and 
non-political cyberspace exhibits many of the negative aspects Dahrendorf 
(1968: 110) associates with utopias – ‘utopias [being] monolithic [globally 
connected cyberspace?], homogeneous communities, suspended not only in 
time but also in space, shut off from the outside world, which might, after all, 
present a threat to the cherished immobility of [existing] social structure’.

Despite the professed intention to supplant Weber’s ‘iron cage’ of industrial 
capitalism, cyberspace (as with other utopias) emerges from nowhere and not 
from any ‘familiar reality or realistic patterns of development’ (Dahrendorf, 
1968: 108). Liberty and fulfilment are only available to those adopting these 
utopian prescriptions. There is no conflict (apart from the constant, yet enrich-
ing competition in cyberspace) and no need for any resistance. There is no 
‘depersonalization, the yielding up of man’s absolute individuality and liberty 
to the constraint and generality of social roles’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 57). These 
utopias are most distinctive for the ‘universal consensus on prevailing values 
and institutional arrangements’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 108). Cyberspace and 
other utopias are equilibrated systems where ‘every disturber of the equilib-
rium, every deviant is a “spy” or “imperialist agent”’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 117). 
The only things required are those things that keep the system functioning. 
Human physical mortality is served by a minimum of institutions and other 
arrangements (Dahrendorf, 1968: 110) as utopian cyberspace promises an 
escape from all possible constraints, especially one’s ‘bodily nature and its 
consequences’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 183).

A society with universal consensus? A society without conflict? One knows 
that ‘without the cooperation of secret police it has never been possible 
to produce such a state, that even the threat of police prosecution can, at 
best, stifle dissent and conflict for limited periods of time’ (Dahrendorf, 
1968: 111). What is most unusual, most utopian and most ‘unreal’ about 
cyberspace is that it contravenes Dahrendorf’s (1968) expectation that 
‘every society also produces within itself the resistance that brings it down’ 
(Dahrendorf, 1968: 174). In cyberspace, for example, even the opposition 
aims for the assimilation of the technocratic multitude into the cyberspace 
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elite. This is most concerning when, as Dahrendorf (1968: 117) observes, 
utopian formulations have an ‘un-explained gap’ which must be interpreted 
in the light of ‘arbitrary and permanently adapted documents prepared by 
the Ministry [church/sect] of Truth’.

It is also possible that cyberspace is a form of extreme market rationality – 
another one of the various Marxian ‘character masks’ (Dahrendorf 1968: 31) 
worn by capital and capitalists. This extreme market rationality ignores the 
central social and political conflict of our time ‘between market-rational and 
plan-rational methods’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 219). There is no place in the real 
world for markets without periodic adjustment or supplement by plans (see 
Dahrendorf, 1968: 221–31). This extreme market rationality escaped into 
constantly changing, innovative, flexible, frictionless cyberspace promising 
a market-clearing equilibrium based on the certainly of perfect informa-
tion and the instantaneous conversion of ideas into productive enterprises. 
However, frictionless markets do not lead to frictionless societies. This 
extreme market rationality is flawed by the existence of (in)visible power.

If the central substantive norm of human society is the ‘creation of agencies 
of power’ then there can be no such thing as equal chance of participation 
in the political process (Dahrendorf, 1968: 226). Under all conceivable social 
conditions, ‘the market is a fiction; the game always takes place in front of 
city hall’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 226). This cyberspace-extreme-market rational-
ity is just another, more dynamic, version ‘of the many versions of the utopia 
of the powerlessness’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 226). Cyberspace serves technocrats 
and their theorists and is just another ‘conservative ideology of a stagnant 
society’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 226n). Cyberspace is a ‘scientific civilization […] 
the image of a world steering itself decisionally by the rules of a technical 
rationality – the technological utopia’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 267). A ‘chimera’ 
of a computer-directed [cyberspace] world is in fact nothing but the wishful 
or fearful dream of the unpolitical.

Selznick, invisible elites and isomorphism

It is important to comprehend how prevailing hidden, and autonomous, 
elites (Selznick, 1957) operate to render self-interest as a fundamental organis-
ing principle of not just economic activity but of all contemporary social and 
political compacts. There is convergence in the development of political 
oligarchies, together with their economic counterparts, within the global/
cyberspace epoch (Kakabadse et al., 2006; Klein 2007). There are now more 
‘democratic’ governments than ever before and there is more political disil-
lusionment with democracy than ever before. There is also a ‘dramatic lack 
of trust in democratic institutions, global and large, national companies 
as well as NGOs, trade unions and media organizations around the world’ 
(Kakabadse et al., 2006: 191). Oligarchic convergence (Kakabadse et al., 
2006: 192) is not new. ‘Who says Organization, says Oligarchy’ must be 
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one of the twentieth century’s best repressed, empirical and ‘inconvenient’, 
truths (Michels, 1962).

Institutional leadership, as outlined by Selznick (1957), refers to ‘critical’ 
decision-making rather than routine, administrative, policy, even, strategic 
decision-making (Simon, 1957; Barnard, 1968). Institutional leadership explic-
itly involves invisible, political intangibles – a ‘proper’ ordering of human 
affairs; the establishment of a ‘social order’; a determination of ‘public interest’; 
and a defence of ‘critical’ values are agenda issues usually beyond the expec-
tations, even mechanisms, of transparency and democratic accountability 
(Thorne and Kouzmin, 2010). These invisible agenda issues typically involve 
dominant organisational values and ideologies designed to effect hegemony; 
the creation and protection of value-defining elites and the resolution of any 
conflict between these political/organisational processes.

Institutional leadership is a ‘special kind of work done’ (Selznick, 1957) to 
design and protect institutional values and polities – it is not associated with 
holding office, high prestige or even policy-making. Instead it is connected 
to comprehending the flux in the visible and invisible ‘ways and means’ by 
which oligarchic elites and interest groups protect their values and identity 
and attempt to manipulate the conditions of existence (Thorne and Kouzmin, 
2010). Selznick (1957) suggested that if leadership is determinate, one should 
be able to distinguish its presence from its absence. Intriguingly, this meant 
that Selznick (1957) thought that ‘failure’ in institutional leadership was by 
default – that leadership is visibly lacking when it is most needed. Successful 
institutional affairs are driven by an invisible efficacy and failure is rendered 
part of the very visible, political and accountability realm. Such purposeful 
fluxing renders a clear indication of the interplay between transparency and 
hegemonic values and authority.

Selznick’s (1957) intriguing insights and observations about invisible and 
strategic oligarchic/elite behaviour provide an important ‘communitarian’ 
antidote to the increasingly ideologised convergence between the public 
and the private within neo-liberal-driven discourses – blatantly ignorant of, 
or indifferent to, the institutional imperatives of many public organisations/
institutions. ‘A market mentality invades much of social life, undercutting 
values that need special protection. It is hard to sustain the difference between 
liberty and license’ (Selznick, 2002: 3) (emphasis added). Selznick’s ontological 
and epistemological positions partly flow from earlier research work on the 
Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) (Selznick, 1965) and, quite remarkably, 
even earlier research work on Lenin’s Bolshevik Party (Selznick, 1952) (see 
Thorne and Kouzmin, 2010 for a fuller account of these linkages).

Most presciently, Selznick (1957) pointed to the critical role of ‘invisible’ 
and autonomous elites in the design and maintenance of precarious social 
values and elite, political ergonomics. His ‘theory of elite autonomy’ goes 
remarkably undiscussed in managerial and political discourses. Especially in 
the convergent context of elite manipulations, knowing one’s ‘counterpart’ 
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has always been a source of considerable strength – of political advantage. 
Selznick’s (1957) generic investigations into leadership and administration are 
directly connected to his work on combating Leninist/Bolshevist agitation in 
the USA (Selznick, 1952) which also points to the isomorphic, organisational 
and political underpinnings of the prescriptions of institutional leadership 
under conditions of paranoia, Soviet, McCarthyist or ‘war on terror’ style.

Selznick’s (1957) work appears as an ‘executive summary’, or an oligarch’s 
‘training manual’, for countering institutional vulnerability to radical agitation. 
Transposed into democratic discourse and context, such training raises some 
concern about invisible elites within democratic institutions bred ‘tactically’ on 
Leninism (Lenin, 1970a, 1970b). For example:

We are necessarily interested in social pathology, in appraising the capacity 
of institutions to meet, within their own terms, the requirements of self 
maintenance. […] the central preservation of central values and purposes as 
well as to the bare continuity of organizational existence. We shall deal 
with this problem by considering: the role of creative and culture sustaining 
elites. (Selznick, 1952: 276, emphasis added)

The ‘Theory of Elite Autonomy’ permits us to deal with [the differential 
capacity of subordinate units to defend the integrity of their functions] 
systematically and openly. […] Many decisions that do in fact face up to 
this issue must now be justified obliquely, and be half hidden since there is no 
accepted administrative principle allowing organizations to be different according 
to the strength of their values. (Selznick, 1957: 128, emphasis added)

As ‘elites find it difficult to sustain their own standards and, hence, ulti-
mately their special identity and function’ (Selznick, 1952: 279), ‘institutional 
vulnerability should focus attention upon the conditions that affect the 
ability of elites to maintain those standards and self images which invest 
the institution as a whole with its cultural meaning’ (Selznick, 1952: 281). 
In combination, Selznick (1957) and Selznick (1952) leave one with power-
ful isomorphic suggestions for the current role of invisible elites within the 
cyberspace epoch, the mutating ‘new world order’ and related work on legal 
frameworks prosecuting terrorism (Thorne and Kouzmin, 2010).

Contemporary (in)visibility

One might look to a critical awareness able, and willing, to calibrate whether 
the enveloping flux of visibility/invisibility is destructive to social capital, 
public domains and the public interest. It is to be expected that Selznick’s 
(1957) hidden and autonomous elites would flux both visibility and invisibil-
ity to serve oligarchic interests. Corporate capitalism, especially in its current 
technocratic, neo-liberal form, revolves around such fluxes. Western, liberal 
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governance regimes invoke a heavy cloak of anonymity and secrecy provisions 
on the oligarchic activities of ‘men of reason’ (McSwite, 1997). Within and 
outside contemporary cyberspace, the increasing reliance on intelligence 
and covert operations, extraordinary rendition, outsourcing, ‘black budgets’, 
‘black sites’, torture and gulags suggests that the Cold War has not ended and 
there is an ongoing state of permanent war thriving on the purposive fluxing 
of private/public realms by elites (Bacevich, 2005; Bargeant, 2007).

Apart from the ever-widening contemporary provision of surveillance in the 
name of national security requirements for elites and functionaries of the state 
(Bogard, 1996), there has emerged a newer, more insidious, form of the flux-
ing of (in)visibility – a massive scale of outsourcing, offshoring, partnering and 
privatisation operating under hidden, ‘commercial-in-confidence’ coercions 
within the privatised state (Klein, 2007; Kouzmin, 2007, 2009; Scahill, 2007; 
Shane and Nixon, 2007). Visibility/transparency in elite contestation is increas-
ingly problematic and promotes the need for a high degree of scepticism, a 
‘hermeneutic of suspicion’ (Ricoeur, 1970: 32–5), in attempts at neutralising 
propaganda and the ‘big lie’ (Kellner, 2007: 639) of official, elite voices.

The systemic collapse of the financial and banking system, for example, 
should be considered as a consequence of the deliberate destruction of govern-
ment and regulatory oversight by the invisible and interlocked economic/
ideological/political components of neo-liberalism and free market economics. 
The view that ‘economic-financial securitization, or global financialization 
of the economy, could be the strategy to overcome the structural crisis of the 
1970s, was an enchanted belief that the expansion of finance alone – money 
in its purest form, free from both production and consumption – could con-
tinue and save capitalism and U.S. dominance of the world economy’ (Royrvik, 
2009). Newer criminogenic (deHaven-Smith et al., 2010) and racketeering 
(Royrvik, 2009) elites have emerged and have largely gone unchallenged by 
the ‘too big to fail’ bailouts of major banks/financiers and other corporations 
by public funds (Johnston et al., 2010). The new ‘Keynesian moment’ (Thorne 
2010b) may be over quickly. Neo-liberalism and monetarism have not been 
eliminated and many adherents and ‘fellow travellers’ are entrenched in 
corporations, academia and government. The post-GFC reform of the 
economic, and especially the financial, system remains notable for insuffi-
cient monetary or other penalties imposed on criminogenic organisations and 
individuals. Curtailing the ability of the finance industry to use derivatives, 
‘shadow’ banking, ‘dark pools’ and other means to act visibly and invisibly 
in relation to financial transactions further obscures the fluxing of power by 
financial and political elites (Johnston et al., 2010).

Conclusion

Post-9/11 public affairs now requires a Selznick-like (1957) ‘definition of mis-
sion’ which promotes and protects values which inform on how the actions of 
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fundamentalists, visibly creating and confronting terror and dissent, not only 
harbour their own theocratic ambitions but, also, invisibly support economic 
and political elites capable of profiting from global disintegration, just as much 
as from any global integration and continuance of the cyberspace epoch. 
However, it is questionable whether Selznick’s (1952, 1957) hidden, oligarchic 
imperatives for institutional leaders – ‘class warriors’ – effectively translate into 
a resistance to the economic and cybernetic ‘babble’ of the neo-liberal project. 
Does an oligarchic defender against alienated ‘Stalinoids’ of the Cold War such 
as Selznick (1952, 1957), successfully reinvent himself as an oligarchic protector 
against the exploitation of a growing mass of equally alienated ‘netizens’ of the 
cyberspace epoch and/or its ‘new world order’ mutations?

Selznick’s (1957, 2002) contributions to the study of leadership as a vehicle 
for articulating elite and institutional vulnerability suggest that he may be the 
leading theorist of invisible elites tackling the institutional dimensions of an 
undisciplined, feckless, libertarian, consumer-sovereign, cybernetic-anarchic, 
liberal democracy. Everything in Selznick’s work, however, is permeated with 
an invisible and strategic import. Selznick (1952, 1957) resonates with Lenin’s 
What is to be Done? (Lenin 1970a) in a pre-cybernetic age of corporate 
capitalism – a pantheon to invisible, oligarchic imperatives.

Selznick (1952, 1957) certainly does not resonate with democratic norms. 
Even later, Selznick (2000, 2002) does not fully resonate with democratic 
norms. Democratic responsiveness may have become ‘communitarian’, but it 
remains nonetheless elitist and manifestly antagonistic to change and surpris-
ingly silent on the plight of ‘netizens’. Selznick (1952, 1957, 2000, 2002), like 
other elites (Thorne and Kouzmin, 2010), distrusts the ‘masses’ and does not 
consider that there is any link between democracy and collective intelligence. 
He also distrusts the imperative link between democracy and bureaucracy. In 
a Weberian (1947) sense, both are doomed to the ‘Iron Law of Oligarchy’ 
(Michels, 1962). Unfortunately, it is not sufficient to identify visible elites/
oligarchs whilst disparaging participative democracy. Society – even within 
cyberspace – ‘requires institutions set up in such a way as to accommodate 
change, conflict and the interplay of power and resistance’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 
149). These institutions should allow for conflict; they should be designed to 
control power rather than to camouflage it behind an ideology of consensus.

This chapter suggests that what is required is a public affairs alert to the 
purposive misuse of governments, markets and social/intellectual commons 
by hegemonic interests fluxing visible and invisible power whilst, at the 
same time, demanding transparency. This will require the type of ‘moral 
reflection’ and ‘authentic hesitation’ (Farmer, 2005) which conjoins a mate-
rialist political economy with a post-structuralist (even post-modernist) 
linguistic/symbolic analysis in order to recover the arena of norms/values 
from the deadening embrace of technocratic neo-liberals, free-market fellow 
travellers, technological pundits and the conservative dogma of religious 
and other fundamentalists resistant to conflict and democratic participation. 
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This is the type of imaginative, critical public affairs representative of what 
Dahrendorf (1968: vii) refers to as ‘a social science of values’. This involves 
‘big range’, ‘morally committed’ theorising that ‘weave[s] historical awareness 
into sociological generalizations’ (Dahrendorf 1968: vii) in order to enhance 
‘institutional pluralism, social differentiation and diversity’ (Dahrendorf, 
1968: 214) – akin to Habermas’ (1963) expansive ‘critical sociology’ which 
‘keep[s] us aware of what we are doing, irrespective of whether we are doing 
it consciously or blindly and without reflection’. A critical sociology ‘in this 
sense should view its subject precisely from an imagined a priori perspec-
tive, as a generalized subject of social action’ (Habermas, 1963: 228, cited in 
Dahrendorf, 1968: vii).

However, there is minimal room in global cyberspace for democratic involve-
ment in society. The Internet/cyberspace ‘provides an ideal (or rather model) 
world for economic, political and cultural control – one which is already 
conquered and colonized’ (Nunes, 1997: 165). For those who understand the 
imperative of hidden values and autonomous elites, cyberspace is a dream 
come true. It is a highly fluxable, control space – invisible, elitist and highly 
value driven. To put this in direct terms, seeing through the ‘emperor’s new 
clothes’, escaping from the conjuring of the (in)visible, requires a renewed 
vigilance that prevents religious/ideological formulations of economic/tech-
nocratic utopias ever becoming ‘a welcome ideology for ruling elites which 
like to remain invisible’ (Dahrendorf, 1968: 267).

For many positivists and empiricists, invisibility in public affairs is an 
anathema – ontologically and epistemologically. For what cannot be meas-
ured, or directly observed, is unknowable and irrelevant to ‘scientific’ wisdom 
or professional/academic legitimacy. However, the contours of visible and 
invisible power in hegemonic cyberspace and the diachronic and synchronic 
historical examples of this fluxing of (in)visible power by elites suggest that 
visibility and invisibility must be grounded in the critical realism of political 
contestation (Bhasker, 1986).

According to Freund (1972), research involves the difficult feat of perceiving 
beyond what is apparent (visible) and recovering what is missed (invisible) 
by others and he suggests there should be a related, interpretive modesty 
amongst researchers. Freund (1972) considers that Weber’s ideal type meth-
odology resolves much of the problematic nature of research, especially in 
relation to human subjects and social existence, but even this exceptionally 
valuable research requires modesty. In the study of elites:

the complexity of human relationships and modes of behaviour forbids 
any one-sided interpretation, save on ideal-typical lines […] designed to 
facilitate an understanding of the human reality as far as it is possible to 
do so. Knowledge is never commensurate with reality, whose variations 
are both extensively and intensively infinite; it can only offer guidelines 
to facilitate understanding. (Freund, 1972: 250)
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Like Weber, this chapter considers history without conviction about 
inevitable destinations – history is a genuine random walk, full of ‘surprises, 
disguises and reversals’ (Freund, 1972: 13). This chapter abhors prophecy and 
is a critique of one looking for a more general meaning, in line with what they 
take to be the direction of world evolution on the basis of a defined system of 
hegemonic values. However, it is no accident that ‘cybernetic eternity is one of 
the recurrent themes in a discourse in which the physical world dissolves and 
the cosmos finds itself planted squarely in the computer’ (Virilio, 2005: 40).
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Introduction

My objective here is to offer as theoretical reflection a ‘big picture’, that is, a 
macrostructural perspective through which to approach the theme of elites 
and development. A genealogy of inquiry into global inequalities and devel-
opment in the modern era is a study in the original and evolution of the 
critique of capitalism and the distinct social forces and class agents that this 
system generates. Hence, how we conceptualise the role of elites in develop-
ment will be tied to how we analyse capitalism as a world system and more 
specifically how we analyse its distinct social forces and class agents. In a 
nutshell, I suggest that globalisation represents a new epoch in the ongoing 
evolution of world capitalism distinguished by the rise of a globally integrated 
production and financial system, an emergent transnational capitalist class 
and incipient transnational state apparatuses. Structural changes in the world 
economy associated with globalisation have contributed to a new fractiona-
tion among elites in the former Third World between nationally oriented and 
transnationally oriented groups. These two overlapping yet often competing 
sets of elites pursued distinct development strategies in the late twentieth 
and the early twenty-first centuries. The former sought to build up national 
circuits of accumulation while the latter sought to integrate local circuits into 
new transnational circuits of accumulation. These contrasting strategies for 
development involved distinct sets of policies: the one, policies that would 
protect local agents from global competition; the other, policies that integrate 
local agents into emergent transnational circuits.

My propositions on globalisation and in particular on national and tran-
snational fractions of the elite grounded in distinct strategies of accumulation 
depart from conventional wisdom yet grow out of a rich history of intellectual 
and political debate. The theme of the role elites play in development is as 
old, or older, than the concept of development itself. Early Enlightenment and 
bourgeois thinkers saw rising middle and commercial classes from whence 
many of them came as the agents of progress and modernisation. Sociologists 
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in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries such as Compte, Spencer 
and Weber, would develop these views into theoretical constructs. But as the 
middle classes of the early capitalist era achieved political power and became 
the new ruling groups Marx and other nineteenth-century radical thinkers 
critiqued the new order as generating the social conditions associated with 
underdevelopment. As Europe unleashed a new round of imperialist expan-
sion in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries a new generation 
of Marxist thinkers, from Hilferding to Lenin, Bukharin and Luxemburg 
identified the leading capitalist states as the agents behind the colonisation 
and plunder of what would later be called the Third World. Among this 
generation, Leon Trotsky developed perhaps the most coherent theoretical 
explanation for inequalities between rich and poor countries in his theory of 
combined and uneven development.

In the wake of the Second World War and decolonisation newly independent 
countries from Africa and Asia joined with their Latin American counterparts 
in shifting international political attention to global inequalities (see, inter 
alia, Prashad, 2007). How to account for this inequality and what to do about 
it became the focus of heated intellectual and ideological battles and formed 
the backdrop to the rise of development studies. US president Harry Truman 
famously launched the ‘era of development’ in a 1949 speech, declaring that 
‘we must embark on a bold new program for making the benefits of our 
scientific advances and industrial progress available for the improvement and 
growth of underdeveloped areas’ (Esteva, 1991: 7). Behind the Truman decla-
ration was the effort to open up the former colonial world to an expanding 
international capitalism. The story of the rise of modernisation theory in the 
wake of the Truman declaration, largely in the US academy with ample support 
from the policy-making establishment, is now well known. The theme of 
enlightened elites leading societies into development and progress became a 
fundamental tenet of modernisation and concomitant political development 
theories that dominated the social sciences from the 1950s into the 1970s. But 
alternative explanations for development and underdevelopment challenged 
the hegemony of modernisation theory in the 1960s and on to the drumbeat 
of anti-colonial and revolutionary struggles across the Third World that chal-
lenged the very structures of the world capitalist system. From the perspective 
of new dependency, world-systems and radical international political economy 
theories elites in the Third World were largely seen as agents of a world 
capitalist system whose very constitution and reconstitution was founded on 
the unity and antagonism of core and peripheral or developed and underde-
veloped regions of the world.

My own theory of global capitalism shares much with this radical intellectual 
tradition in development studies but also diverges on several key counts. I see 
globalisation as a qualitatively new epoch in the ongoing evolution of world 
capitalism, characterised above all by the rise of truly transnational capital 
and the integration (or rearticulation) of most countries in the world into 
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a new global production and financial system. The leading strata among 
national capitalist classes, both North and South, have experienced ongoing 
integration across borders into an emergent transnational capitalist class, or 
TCC, and at whose apex is a transnational managerial elite. The nation state, 
while it does not disappear or even become ‘less important’, is undergoing 
transformation. The institutional apparatus of national states has become 
increasingly entangled in transnational institutional webs that bring them 
together with inter- and transnational institutions into what can be conceived 
as incipient transnational state apparatuses. During the 1980s and 1990s 
capitalists and elites around the world became fractionated along new lines: 
nationally oriented and transnationally oriented. Transnational fractions of 
local elites in competition with nationally oriented fractions vied for and in 
many countries around the world won state power. They utilised that power 
to push capitalist globalisation, to restructure national productive apparatuses 
and integrate them into the new global production and financial system.

These are complex propositions that I have written about extensively else-
where (see, in particular, Robinson 2003, 2004, 2008). Here I want to focus on 
the implications of this theory of global capitalism for elites and development. 
I want to suggest, in particular, that nationally oriented elites who promoted 
developmentalist projects in the twentieth century often depended on the 
social reproduction of at least a portion of the popular and working classes for 
the reproduction of their own power and status, and therefore on local devel-
opment processes however so defined and however deficient. In distinction, 
transnationally oriented elites who pushed restructuring and integration into 
global capitalism were less dependent on such local social reproduction. With 
the shift in elites came a shift in discourse from national industrialisation and 
expanding internal markets to global market integration and macroeconomic, 
principally neo-liberal, policies that facilitated such integration.

There is little consensus on the appropriate terminology for inter-state and 
global inequalities. Here I will use interchangeably First and Third World, 
developed and developing/underdeveloped, core and periphery, and North 
and South, although I find all these terms problematic. Also, how to con-
ceive of elites is a contentious matter in political sociology that I cannot take 
up here. Suffice it to observe that much debate has centred on the relation-
ship between classes and elites and whether or not these are commensurate 
analytical categories. By elites I refer to dominant political, socio-economic 
and cultural strata, and in particular, to capitalists and landlords, along with 
top level managers and administrators of the state and other major social 
institutions and leadership positions in the political system. Capitalists are 
elites who own or manage means of production as capital. Elites who are not 
necessarily capitalists occupy key decision-making positions in institutions, 
whether in private corporations, the state, political parties or cultural indus-
tries. However, in my view the status of elites that are not capitalists proper 
is dependent on the reproduction of capital.
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Nation state capitalism and the turn to globalisation

Diverse Fordist–Keynesian models of national corporate capitalism spread 
throughout the twentieth century from the cores of the world capitalist system 
to the former colonial domains in Latin America, Africa and Asia. These 
countries tended to pursue a multi-class development model along radical 
Keynesian lines, often referred to as developmentalist, populist or corporatist. 
Developmentalist capitalism took on a form distinct from its First World 
New Deal and social democratic variants, often involving a much greater 
role for the state and the public sector, mass social mobilisations growing 
out of anti-colonial, anti-dictatorial and national-liberation movements, 
and populist or corporatist political projects. Both First and Third World 
models were predicated on a redistributive logic and on incorporation of 
labour and other popular classes into national historical blocs. The legitimacy 
of elites in the Third World may have been even more closely tied to the logic 
of this redistribution and the social reproduction of popular classes than 
their counterparts in the First World.

World capitalism developed in this period within the nation state and 
through the inter-state system. Nation states were linked to each other through 
the international division of labour and through commercial and financial 
exchanges in an integrated international market regulated, at least in theory, 
by the Bretton Woods institutions. In this way the system provided for more 
insulated forms of national control over economic and social policy and greater 
autonomy in internal capitalist development, even as the international market 
disciplined countries into supporting the international rules of exchange rates 
and exchange and reproduced the world capitalist power structure. The world 
economy experienced a sustained period of growth in the quarter century after 
the Second World War– the so-called ‘golden age’ of capitalism. But the illusion 
of prosperity burst with the world economic downturn that began in the 1970s 
and which threw national corporate capitalism into crisis.

The social origins of this crisis were to be found in the relative strength that 
working and popular classes won worldwide in relation to capital after many 
decades of class and social struggles in both the First and the Third Worlds. 
Organised labour, increased taxes on profits and income, state regulation, 
revolutions in the Third World and the explosion of social movements and 
counter-hegemonic cultural practices everywhere constricted private capital’s 
real or perceived capacity for accumulation. The expansion of collective 
rights, the institutionalisation of Keynesian–Fordist class compromise, and 
the prevailing norms of a ‘moral economy’ that assumed capital and state 
reciprocities with labour and citizens and an ethnical obligation to minimal 
social reproduction – all this burdened capital with social rigidities that had 
to be reversed for a new phase of capitalist growth. Capital and its political 
representatives and organic intellectuals in the core countries organised a 
broad offensive – economic, political, ideological and military – that was 
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symbolically spearheaded by the Reagan–Thatcher alliance. Emerging 
transnational elites from the centres of power in the world system launched 
a global counter-revolution that would be as much political and economic 
as social, cultural and ideological, and that was still being fought out in 
manifold arenas in the twenty-first century.

In structural terms, this crisis was not merely cyclical. Cyclical crises eventu-
ally accumulate into more generalised crises involving social and political 
upheavals and ushering in periods of restructuring. Restructuring crises result 
in novel forms that replace historical patterns of capital accumulation and 
the institutional arrangements that facilitated them (see, inter alia, Aglietta, 
1979; Kotz et al., 1994). The world capitalist crisis that began in the 1970s 
is generally identified as the turning point for globalisation and in my view 
signalled the transition to a new transnational stage in the system. For much 
of the twentieth century First World Keynesian capitalism and Third World 
developmentalist capitalism shared two common features: state intervention 
in the economy and a redistributive logic. The crisis that began in the 1970s 
could not be resolved within the framework of these post-Second World War 
social structures of accumulation. In the First World there was a progressive 
breakdown of the Keynesian–Fordist welfare states and in the Third World 
developmentalist projects became exhausted as manifest above all in eco-
nomic contraction and the debt crisis of the 1980s.

Globalisation became a viable strategy as capitalists and state managers 
searched for new modes of accumulation. ‘Going global’ allowed capital to 
shake off the constraints that nation state capitalism had placed on accumu-
lation; to break free of the class compromises and concessions that had been 
imposed by working and popular classes and by national governments in the 
preceding epoch. The decision by the US government to abandon the fixed 
exchange rate system in 1973 effectively did away with the Bretton Woods 
system and, together with deregulation, opened the floodgate to transna-
tional capital movement and the meteoric spread of transnational corporations 
(TNCs). Capital achieved a new-found global mobility, or ability to operate 
across borders in new ways, which ushered in the era of global capitalism. The 
renewed power to discipline labour that this afforded transnational capital 
altered the worldwide correlation of class and social forces in its favour. What 
was international capital in the preceding epoch metamorphised into tran-
snational capital.

Emerging global elites and transnational capitalists set about dismantling 
the distinct models associated with national corporate capitalism to construct 
a new global ‘flexible’ regime of accumulation. In broad strokes, Keynesianism 
was replaced by monetarist policies, deregulation and a ‘supply side’ approach 
that included regressive taxation and new incentives for capital. The Fordist 
class compromise was replaced by a new capital–labour relation based on 
deunionisation, flexible workers and deregulated work conditions and the 
welfarist social contract was replaced by social austerity and the law of the 
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market in social reproduction. More specifically, the prospects for capital to 
accumulate and make profits were restored during the 1980s and on and on 
by four key developments associated with capitalist globalisation.

First was a new capital–labour relation based on the deregulation, infor-
malisation and ‘flexibilisation’ of labour. Second was a new round of extensive 
and intensive expansion. Extensively, the system expanded through the rein-
corporation of major areas of the former Third and Second worlds into 
the world capitalist economy, so that by the 1990s no region remained out-
side the system. Intensively, public and community spheres that formerly 
lay outside (or buffered from) the logic of market relations (profit-making) 
were commodified and opened up to accumulation through privatisation, state 
deregulation and reregulation, including the extension of intellectual property 
rights, and so on. Third was the creation of a global legal and regulatory struc-
ture to facilitate what were emerging globalised circuits of accumulation, 
including the creation of the World Trade Organization. And fourth was 
the imposition of the neo-liberal model on countries throughout the Third 
and the former Second worlds, involving structural adjustment programmes 
that created the conditions for the free operation of capital within and 
across borders and the harmonisation of accumulation conditions worldwide. 
Through neo-liberalism the world has increasingly become a single unified 
field for global capitalism. Capital has come to achieve a new-found global 
mobility in a double sense, in that the material and the political obstacles to 
its unfettered movement around the world have dramatically come down. 
As capital became liberated from the nation state and assumed new power 
relative to labour with the onset of globalisation, states shifted from repro-
ducing Keynesian social structures of accumulation to servicing the general 
needs of the new patterns of global accumulation.

A transnational production and financial system

Since the 1970s, the emergence of globally mobile transnational capital 
increasingly divorced from specific countries has facilitated the globalisation 
of production (I include services here); the fragmentation and decentralisation 
of complex production processes, the worldwide dispersal of the different 
segments in these chains, and their functional integration into vast global 
chains of production and distribution. World production is thus reorganised 
into new transnational, or global, circuits of accumulation through which 
values move instantaneously. National economies have been reorganised 
and reinserted as component elements of this new global production and 
financial system (on the anatomy of this system, see inter alia, McMichael, 
1996; Dicken, 2003), which is a qualitatively distinct world economic struc-
ture from that of previous epochs, when each country had a distinct national 
economy linked externally to one another through trade and financial flows. 
This is a shift from international market integration to global productive 
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integration. I have referred to this distinction elsewhere as between a world 
economy – in which nation states are linked to each other via trade and 
financial flows – and a global economy – in which the production process itself 
becomes globally integrated (Robinson, 2003, 2004). At the same time an 
integrated global financial system has replaced the national bank-dominated 
financial systems of the earlier period. Global financial flows since the 1980s 
are qualitatively different from the international financial flows of the earlier 
period.

Globalisation refers to a process characterised by relatively novel articula-
tions of social power which were not available in earlier historical periods. 
The increasingly total mobility achieved by capital has allowed it to search 
out around the world the most favourable conditions for different phases of 
globalised production, including the cheapest labour, the most favourable 
institutional environment (e.g. low taxes) and regulatory conditions (e.g. lax 
environmental and labour laws), a stable social environment, and so on. 
Transnational capital is the hegemonic fraction of capital on a world scale in 
the sense that it imposes its direction on the global economy and it shapes the 
character of production and social life everywhere. Although real power and 
control still remains rigidly hierarchical and has actually become more concen-
trated under globalisation, the actual organisational form of economic activity 
is characterised by decentralised webs of horizontally interlocked networks 
in distinction to the old centralised hierarchies based on vertical integra-
tion. The rise of the global economy has been founded on the phenomenal 
spread since the late 1970s of diverse new economic arrangements associ-
ated with the transition from the Fordist regime of accumulation to new 
post-Fordist flexible regimes. Subcontracting and outsourcing have become 
basic organisational features of economic activity worldwide. In the earlier 
epochs of capitalism firms tended to organise entire sequences of economic 
production, distribution and service from within. The maquiladora (offshore) 
factories that are the epitome of the ‘global assembly line’ are based on this 
type of subcontracting network, although the phenomenon has long since 
spread to just about all sectors of the world economy.

Subcontracting and outsourcing, along with a host of other new economic 
arrangements have resulted in the creation of vast transnational production 
chains and complex webs of vertical and horizontal integration patterns 
across the globe. The concepts of flexible accumulation and network struc-
ture capture the organisational form of globalised circuits (on this network 
structure, see, in particular, Castells, 2000). Global production and service 
chains or networks are global in character, in that accumulation is embedded 
in global markets, involves global enterprise organisation and sets of global 
capital–labour relations, especially deregulated and casualised labour pools 
worldwide. Transnational capital, as organised into the giant TNCs, coordi-
nates these vast chains, incorporating numerous agents and social groups 
into complex global networks. Competition in the new global economy 
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dictates that firms must establish global as opposed to national or regional 
markets, and that other economic agents must move beyond local markets 
if they are to remain viable.

Global capitalism and transnationally oriented elites

Epochal changes in the system of world capitalism have had transformative 
effects on the world as a whole and on each region integrated in, or rearti-
culated to, the system. Earlier epochs of world capitalism have had major 
implications for each country and region of the former Third World, which 
have gone through successive waves of ever-deeper integration into the system. 
With each new integration or reintegration there has been a corresponding 
fundamental change in social and class structures and the leading economic 
activities around which social classes and groups have exercised collective 
agency. The epoch of corporate capitalism that preceded globalisation saw a 
deeper integration of Africa, Asia and Latin America into world capitalism, 
including a major expansion of exports in most cases and the rise of new indus-
trial, commercial and financial elites and new middle and working classes. The 
groups came together in multi-class populist and corporatist projects that 
sought development through import-substitution industrialisation and mod-
ernisation. Each phase of historical change in the world capitalist system 
builds on preceding ones and retains important elements from them. Global 
capitalism is now having a similar transformative effect on every country and 
region of the world. Developing countries have been experiencing a transition 
to a new model of economy and society as they become reinserted into the 
emerging global stage of world capitalism.

As transnational capital integrates the world into new globalised circuits of 
accumulation it has broken down national and regional autonomies, including 
the earlier pre-globalisation models of capitalist development and the social 
forces that sustained these models. Through internal adjustment and rearticula-
tion to the emerging global economy and society, local productive apparatuses 
and social structures in each region are transformed, and different regions 
acquire new profiles in the emerging global division of labour. Integration into 
the emergent global system is the causal structural dynamic that underlies the 
events we have witnessed in nations and regions all around the world over 
the past few decades. We want to pay particularly close attention to changes 
in the economic structure because they provide the material basis for related 
processes of change in practices and institutions, politics, class structure, and 
for inquiry into the theme of elites and development.

The remoulding of each national and regional economy creates an array of 
contradictions between the old and new forms of accumulation. What sets a 
region off from other parts of the global economy in much of the development 
literature is uneven geographic development and distinct participation in an 
international division of labour. I suggest, however, that more determinant 



62  Global Elites

(of causal priority) in conceptualising regions within the larger unity of the 
emerging global economy and society than uneven accumulation, while still 
important, is the distinct configurations of social forces and of institutions 
that arise from these configurations. If we are to properly understand the role 
of local and regional economies and social and class structures they must 
be studied from the perspective of their point of insertion into global accumu-
lation rather than their relationship to a particular national market or state 
structure.

Transnational class formation in the developing countries is a major 
dimension of capitalist globalisation. As global capitalism penetrates new 
spheres and subjects them to the logic of transnational accumulation, 
pre-globalisation classes such as peasantries and artisans tend to disappear, 
replaced by new dominant and subordinate class groups linked to the global 
economy. We have generally seen in developing countries: the rise of new 
dominant groups and capitalist fractions tied to the global economy; the 
downward mobility – or proletarianisation – of older middle classes and 
professional strata and the rise of new middle and professional strata; proletari-
anisation of peasants and artisans and the rise of new urban and rural working 
classes linked to transnational production processes; the working class itself 
become flexibilised and informalised; and the appearance of an expanding 
mass of supernumeraries. A global working class has emerged that runs the 
factories, offices and farms of the global economy, a stratified and heteroge-
neous class, to be sure, with numerous hierarchies and cleavages internal to 
it – gender, ethnicity, nationality, and so on.

Here I want to focus on elites. The TCC is composed of the owners and 
managers of the TNCs and the private transnational financial institutions 
that drive the global economy (Sklair, 2002; Robinson, 2004). The TCC is a 
class group grounded in global markets and circuits of accumulation. The 
globally integrated production and financial system underscores the increas-
ing interpenetration on multiple levels of capital in all parts of the world, 
organised around transnational capital and the giant TNCs. It is increas-
ingly difficult to separate local circuits of production and distribution from 
the globalised circuits that dictate the terms and patterns of accumulation 
worldwide, even when surface appearance gives the (misleading) impres-
sion that local capitals retain their autonomy. There are of course still 
local and national capitalists, and there will be for a long time to come. 
But they must ‘delocalise’ and link to transnational capital if they are to 
survive. Territorially restricted capital cannot compete with its transnation-
ally mobile counterpart. As the global circuit of capital subsumes through 
numerous mechanisms and arrangements these local circuits, local capitalists 
who manage these circuits become swept up into the process of transnational 
class formation.

I have been writing about this process of transnational class formation and 
the rise of a TCC since the late 1990s (inter alia, Robinson, 1996, 2003, 2004). 
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The topic has become part of a collective research agenda and the empirical 
evidence demonstrating the transnationalisation of leading capitalist groups 
is now considerable (for a sampling, see Sklair, 2002; Kentor, 2005). With the 
rise of transnational production chains and circuits of accumulation, transna-
tionally oriented capitalists in each country shift their horizons from national 
markets to global markets. Different phases of production, as they become bro-
ken down into component phases that are detachable and dispersed around 
the world, can be doled out to distinct economic agents through chains of 
subcontracting, outsourcing and other forms of association. These agents 
become integrated organically into new globalised circuits, so that they are 
‘denationalised’, in the material if not the cultural sense, and become transna-
tional agents. The vast multi-layered networks of outsourcing, subcontracting, 
collaboration and so on, increasingly link local and national agents to global 
networks and structures. The TCC has increasingly exhibited a global political 
action capacity and placed itself on the world scene as a coherent actor. In 
the same way as business groups organise to orient national policy planning 
groups and lobby national governments, transnational business groups have 
become a powerful lobby in many countries around the world pushing for 
a shift in state policies towards promotion of the group interests of those 
integrated into transnational circuits.

The composition of capitalist classes and elites in developing countries 
is altered by capitalist globalisation. The spread of transnational circuits of 
accumulation present elites in developing countries with new opportunities 
to pursue their class and group interests by reinserting local economic activity 
that they manage as segments of globalised circuits. Other groups whose repro-
duction was tied to domestic accumulation may lose out if they are unable 
to transnationalise their local activity. In my detailed case study on Central 
America (Robinson, 2003) I have shown how local elites who previously 
strived to build up national circuits of accumulation were confronted from 
the 1980s on with a situation in which these circuits were no longer viable 
and in which restructuring and integration into globalised circuits became a 
profitable option. Hence their class and group interests shifted from national 
development to participation in new global markets and production and 
service sequences. The restructuring and globalisation of local production 
processes do bring about new opportunities for upward mobility among 
some sectors of the national population. But these benefits of global integra-
tion, as I shall argue below, do not constitute development in the traditional 
sense. As these processes have unfolded there have been ongoing struggles 
in recent decades between ascendant transnational and descendant national 
fractions of dominant groups and these struggles often form the backdrop 
to national political and ideological dynamics. Transnational fractions of 
local capitalist classes and bureaucratic elites vied for state power and in 
most countries won government in the 1980s and 1990s, or at least came 
to capture ‘commanding heights’ of state policy-making via key ministries 
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such as foreign, finance, and central banks. In many developing countries 
transnational fractions utilised local states to latch their countries on to the 
train of capitalist globalisation.

National and global accumulation and the state

Here there is a contradictory logic between national and global accumulation. 
On the one side are the only national fractions of dominant groups whose 
interests lie in national accumulation and traditional national regulatory and 
protectionist mechanisms. On the other are transnational groups tied to new 
globalised circuits of accumulation. Their interests lie in an expanding global 
economy. There is a tension between nation-centric class interests and those 
groups who develop new relationships linked to transnationalised accumu-
lation. As conflicts arise between descending forms of national production 
and rising forms of globalised capital, local and national struggles should 
be seen as simultaneously global and internal. Transnational fractions, as 
they have captured governments around the world, or come to positions in 
which they can influence and redirect state policies, have utilised national 
state apparatuses to advance globalisation, pursue economic restructuring, 
and to dismantle the old nation state social welfare and developmentalist 
projects. While pursuing the neo-liberal model at home they have also 
pursued worldwide market liberalisation and projects of regional and global 
economic integration. They have promoted a supranational infrastructure of 
the global economy.

Transnationally oriented capitalists and state managers in developing 
countries have pursued a switch from ‘inward oriented development’, or 
accumulation around national markets such as the import-substitution 
industrialisation (ISI) models that predominated in many Third World 
regions in the middle part of the twentieth century, to ‘outward-oriented 
development’ involving export-promotion strategies and a deeper integration 
of national economies into the global economy. This switch involves the emer-
gence of new economic activities and structures of production in each country 
and region integrating into the global economy (Robinson, 2002, 2003). These 
new activities generally imply local participation in globalised circuits of 
accumulation, or in global production and service chains. As I have shown 
in great detail for Latin America (Robinson, 2008), these activities include 
maquiladora assembly operations and other forms of transnational industrial 
subcontracting, transnational corporate agribusiness, transnational banking 
and other financial services, transnational services such as call centres, soft-
ware production, data processing, tourism and leisure, and so forth, as well 
as, very importantly, the transnationalisation of the retail sector, or what 
I call Walmartisation, along with the supply systems that stock retail. The 
new dominant sectors of accumulation in the developing world are, in sum, 
increasingly integrated into global accumulation circuits in myriad ways.
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It is important to explore the relationship between transnationally oriented 
capitalist and business groups and elites in the state and the political system. 
As new transnational circuits of accumulation became dominant there were 
powerful pressures on state managers to promote these circuits locally – that 
is, promoting an environment friendly to transnational capital. Elites found 
that the reproduction of their status becomes linked to the new global accu-
mulation strategy. Restructuring gave an immanent class bias to agents of the 
external sector. These agents tended to fuse with political managers of the 
neo-liberal state and in the latter decades of the twentieth century began to 
coalesce gradually, in a process chequered with contradictions and conflict, 
into a transnationalised fraction of the national elite that promote and man-
age new globalised circuits of accumulation. At the helm of transnational 
fractions of the elite we generally find a politicised leadership and a tech-
nocratic cadre steeped in neo-liberal ideology and economics and sharing a 
familiarity with the world of academic think tanks, world-class universities 
and international financial institutions.

What were developmentalist states in the earlier epoch became neo-liberal 
states under globalisation. These neo-liberal national states have functioned 
to serve global (over local) capital accumulation, including a shift in the sub-
sidies that states provide, away from social reproduction and from internal 
economic agents and towards transnational capital. These neo-liberal states 
have performed three essential services: (1) adopting fiscal, monetary and 
trade policies that assure macroeconomic stability and the free movement of 
capital; (2) providing the basic infrastructure necessary for global economic 
activity (air and sea ports, communications networks, educational systems, 
etc.); and (3) providing social order, that is, stability, which requires sustain-
ing instruments of social control, coercive and ideological apparatuses. When 
transnational elites speak of ‘governance’ they are referring to these functions 
and the capacity to fulfil them.

However, there are other conditions that transnational capitalists and elites 
require for the functioning and reproduction of global capitalism. National 
states are ill equipped to organise a supranational unification of macroeco-
nomic policies, create a unified field for transnational capital to operate, impose 
transnational trade regimes, supranational ‘transparency’, and so forth. The 
construction of a supranational legal and regulatory system for the global 
economy in recent years has been the task of sets of transnational institutions 
whose policy prescriptions and actions have been synchronised with those of 
neo-liberal national states that have been captured by local transnationally 
oriented forces. There is a new transnational institutionality, a new transna-
tional configuration of power, but this is a very incomplete, contradictory and 
open-ended process. A TNS apparatus is not the same as a ‘global government’, 
which does not exist. Transnational institutions attempt to coordinate global 
capitalism and impose capitalist domination beyond national borders. We 
can conceptualise a TNS apparatus as a loose network comprised of inter- and 
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supranational political and economic institutions together with national state 
apparatuses that have been penetrated and transformed by transnational 
forces, and has not yet (and may never) acquired any centralised form. The 
TNS played a key role in imposing the neo-liberal model on the old Third 
World and therefore in reinforcing a new capital–labour relation. The IMF, for 
example, by conditioning its lending on a deregulation and flexibilisation of 
local labour markets, as it has often done, is imposing the new capital–labour 
relation on the particular country and in the process fundamentally trans-
forming local labour markets and class and power relations.

Transnational elites set about to penetrate and restructure national states, 
directly, through diverse political-diplomatic and other ties between national 
states and TNS apparatuses and functionaries, and indirectly, through the 
impositions of transnational capital via its institutional agents (IMF, World 
Bank, etc.) and the structural power that global capital exercises over nation 
states. Local transnational nuclei, or pools, have liaised with the transnational 
elite as ‘in-country’ counterparts through a shared outlook and interest in new 
economic activities and through diverse external political, cultural and ideo-
logical ties. These nuclei sought in recent decades to advance the transnational 
agenda by capturing key state apparatuses and ministries, by the hegemony 
they were expected to achieve in civil society, and by the power they wielded 
through their preponderance in the local economy and the material and 
ideological resources accrued through external linkages. Hence it is not that 
nation states become irrelevant or powerless vis-à-vis transnational capital 
and its global institutions. Rather, power as the ability to issue commands and 
have them obeyed, or more precisely, the ability to shape social structures, 
shifts from social groups and classes with interests in national accumulation 
to those whose interests lie in new global circuits of accumulation.

Although they do not disappear, national states experience dramatic fractur-
ing and restructuring. As globalisation proceeds, internal social cohesion 
declines along with national economic integration. The neo-liberal state 
retains essential powers to facilitate globalisation but it loses the ability to 
harmonise conflicting social interests within a country, to realise the historic 
function of sustaining the internal unity of nationally conceived social 
formation, and to achieve legitimacy. Unable to resolve the contradictory 
problems of legitimacy and capital accumulation, local states opt simply 
for abandoning whole sectors of national populations. In many instances, 
they no longer bothered to try to attain legitimacy among the marginal-
ised and supernumeraries, who are isolated and contained in new ways, or 
subject to repressive social control measures (such as, for example, the mass 
incarceration of African Americans in the United States or ‘social cleansing’ 
in several Latin American countries). A fundamental contradiction in the 
global capitalist system is a globalising economy within a nation state based 
political system. A TNS apparatus is incipient and unable to regulate global 
capitalism or to ameliorate many of its crisis tendencies.



Global Capitalism Theory and Transnational Elites  67

Power did shift in many countries from nationally oriented dominant 
groups to these emerging transnationally oriented groups. However, the 
crisis that exploded in 2008 with the collapse of the global financial system 
has exacerbated crises of legitimacy in many countries around the world and 
seriously undermined the ability of transnational elites to reproduce their 
authority. Global elites have been scrambling since the Asian crisis of 1997–8 
to develop more effective transnational state apparatuses, or institutions 
and mechanisms that allow for transnational coordination and supervision. 
These efforts have intensified since the collapse of 2008. In March 2009, for 
instance, the Chinese government called for the creation of a new global 
reserve currency to replace the dominant dollar – a super-currency made up 
of a basket of national currencies and controlled by the IMF.

From a geographical to a social conception of development

As capitalism globalises, the twenty-first century is witness to new forms of 
poverty and wealth, and new configurations of power and domination. Class, 
racial and gender inequalities have in many respects been aggravated by 
globalisation and new social cleavages are emerging. One major new axis of 
inequality is between citizen and non-citizen in the face of a massive upsurge in 
transnational migration and the increasing use around the world of ethnic 
immigrant labour pools. Yet the dominant discourse on global inequality 
and development is still territorial, that is, inequality among nations in a 
world system. In the dominant development discourse what ‘develops’ is a 
nation state. But global society appears to be increasingly stratified less along 
national and territorial lines than across transnational social and class lines 
(Cox, 1987; Hoogvelt, 1997; Robinson, 1998, 2002, 2003). Certain forms of 
conceptualising the North–South divide obscure our view of social hierarchies 
and inequalities across nations and regions. Hurricane Katrina ravaged New 
Orleans in 2005, for instance, lifting the veil of race, class, poverty and inequal-
ity in the United States. The storm disproportionately devastated poor black 
communities who lacked the resources to take protection and whose Third 
World social conditions became apparent. A United Nations report released in 
the immediate aftermath of the hurricane observed that the infant mortality 
rate in the United States had been rising for the previous five years and was 
the same as for Malaysia, that black children were twice as likely as whites to 
die before their first birthday, and that blacks in Washington, DC had a higher 
infant death rate than people in the Indian state of Kerala (UNDP, 2005).

Clearly we need to rethink the categories of North and South and, indeed, 
the very concept of development. A sociology of national development is no 
longer tenable. In earlier epochs core and periphery referred to specific terri-
tories and the populations that resided therein. The centre–periphery division 
of labour created by modern colonialism reflected a particular spatial config-
uration in the law of uneven development which is becoming transformed by 
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globalisation. The transnational geographic dispersal of the full range of world 
production processes suggests that core and peripheral production activities are 
less geographically bounded than previously, while new financial circuits allow 
wealth to be moved around the world instantaneously through cyberspace just 
as easily as it is generated, so that exactly where wealth is produced becomes 
less important for the issue of development.

While the global South is increasingly dispersed across the planet so too is 
the global North. Rapid economic growth in India and China have created 
hundreds of millions of new middle-class consumers integrated into the global 
cornucopia even as it has thrown other hundreds of millions into destitution. 
Globalisation fragments locally and integrates select strands of the population 
globally. The cohesive structures of nations and their civil societies disintegrate 
as populations become divided into ‘core’ and ‘peripheral’ labour pools and as 
local economic expansion results in the advancement of some (delocalised) 
groups and deepening poverty for others. We find an affluent ‘developed’ 
population, including a privileged sector among segmented labour markets 
linked to knowledge-intensive, professional and managerial activities and high 
consumption exists alongside a super-exploited secondary segment of flexibi-
lised labour and a mass of supernumeraries constituting an ‘underdeveloped’ 
population within the same national borders. This social bifurcation seems to 
be a worldwide phenomenon, explained in part by the inability of national 
states to capture and redirect surpluses through interventionist mechanisms 
that were viable in the nation state phase of capitalism.

The great geographic core–periphery divide that gave rise to development 
studies is a product of the colonial and imperialist era in world capitalism 
and is gradually eroding, not because the periphery is ‘catching up’, but 
because of the shift from an international to a global division of labour and 
the tendency for a downward levelling of wages and the general conditions 
of labour. The international division of labour has gone through successive 
transformations in the history of world capitalism. For many, the most recent 
permutation involves the shift in manufacturing from North to South, so 
that in the ‘new international division of labor’ (Frobel et al., 1980) the North 
specialises in high-skilled and better-paid labour supplying advanced services 
and technology to the world market while the South provides low-skilled 
and lower paid labour for global manufacturing and primary commodity 
supply. But this analysis, as Freeman observes, has become increasingly 
obsolete due to the massive investments that the large populous develop-
ing countries are making in human capital. China and India are producing 
millions of college graduates capable of doing the same work as the college 
graduates of the United States, Japan or Europe – at much lower pay. The 
huge number of highly educated workers in India and China threatens to 
undo the traditional pattern of trade between advanced and less developed 
countries. Historically, advanced countries have innovated high-tech prod-
ucts that require high-wage educated workers and extensive R&D, while 
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developing countries specialise in old manufacturing products. The reason 
for this was that the advanced countries had a near monopoly on scientists 
and engineers and other highly educated workers. As China, India and other 
developing countries have increased their number of university graduates, 
this monopoly on high-tech innovative capacity has diminished. Today, 
most major multinationals have R&D centres in China or India, so that the 
locus of technological advance may shift.

There remain very real regional distinctions in the form of productive 
participation in the global economy. But processes of uneven accumulation 
increasingly unfold in accordance with a social and not a national logic. 
Different levels of social development adhere from the very sites of social 
productive activity, that is, from social, not geographic, space. Moreover, priv-
ileged groups have an increasing ability to manipulate space so as to create 
enclaves and insulate themselves through novel mechanisms of social control 
and new technologies for the built environment. The persistence, and in fact 
growth, of the North–South divide remains important for its theoretical and 
practical political implications. What is up for debate is whether the divide 
is something innate to world capitalism or a particular spatial configuration 
of uneven capitalist development during a particular historic phase of world 
capitalism, and whether tendencies towards the self-reproduction of this 
configuration are increasingly offset by counter-tendencies emanating from 
the nature and dynamic of global capital accumulation.

To explain the movement of values between different ‘nodes’ in globalised 
production, clearly we need to move beyond nation state centric approaches 
and apply a theory of value to transformations in world spatial and institu-
tional structures (the nation state being the central spatial and institutional 
structure in the hitherto history of world capitalism). The notion of net 
social gain or loss used by development economists has little meaning if 
measured, as it traditionally is, in national terms, or even in geographic 
terms. The distribution of social costs and gains must be conceived in tran-
snational social terms, not in terms of the nation state vis-à-vis the world 
economy, but transnationally as social groups vis-à-vis other social groups 
in a global society. Development should be reconceived not as a national phe-
nomenon, in which what ‘develops’ is a nation, but in terms of developed, 
underdeveloped and intermediate population groups occupying contradictory 
or unstable locations in a transnational environment.

Conclusions: elites, development and social reproduction 
in the globalisation age

Under the emergent global social structure of accumulation the social repro-
duction of labour in each country becomes less important for accumulation 
as the output of each nation and region is exported to the global level. The 
transnational model of accumulation being implemented since the 1980s 
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does not require an inclusionary social base and is inherently polarising. 
Socio-economic exclusion is immanent to the model since accumulation does 
not depend on a domestic market or internal social reproduction. To phrase 
it another way, there is a contradiction between the class function of the 
neo-liberal states and their legitimation function. For neo-liberal elites, 
successful integration into the global economy became predicated on the 
erosion of labour’s income, the withdrawal of the social wage, the transfer of 
the costs of social reproduction from the public sector to individual families, 
a weakening of trade unions and workers movements, and the suppression 
of popular political demands. Hence, in the logic of global capitalism, the 
cheapening of labour and its social disenfranchisement by the neo-liberal 
state became conditions for ‘development’. The very drive by local elites 
to create conditions to attract transnational capital has been what thrusts 
majorities into poverty and inequality.

At the core of what seemed to be emerging global social structures of 
accumulation was a new deregulated capital–labour relation based on the 
casualisation of labour associated with post-Fordist flexible accumulation, 
new systems of labour control and diverse contingent categories of labour. 
Workers in the global economy were themselves under these flexible arrange-
ments increasingly treated as a subcontracted component rather than a 
fixture internal to employer organisations. In the Keynesian–Fordist order, 
the labour supply and the workforce needed to be stable, which lent itself 
to more regulated and protected capital–labour relations, whereas in global 
capitalism labour is reduced to an input like any other, meaning that it 
needs to be totally flexible, available in large numbers that can be tapped, 
added to the mix, shifted and dispensed with at will. Labour is increasingly 
only a naked commodity, no longer embedded in relations of reciprocity 
rooted in social and political communities that were historically institution-
alised in nation states.

The decline of ISI industries and domestic market enterprises disorgan-
ised and reduced the old working class that tended to labour under Fordist 
arrangements, including unionisation and corporatist relations with the state 
and employers. This fractionation often has political implications, as the 
declining group is more likely to belong to trade unions, to be influenced 
by a corporatist legacy, and to agitate for the preservation or restoration 
of the old labour regime and its benefits. It is also more likely to be male. 
The new workers faced a flexible and informalised labour regime. In many 
developing countries there has been a contraction of middle classes and 
professional strata that had developed through public sector employment 
and government civil service in the face of the dismantling of public sectors, 
privatisations and the downsizing of states. At the same time, restructuring 
involves the rise of new middle and professional strata who may have the 
opportunity to participate in global consumption patterns, frequent modern 
shopping malls, communicate through mobile phones, visit Internet cafés, 
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and so on. These strata may form a social base for neo-liberal regimes and 
become incorporated into the global capitalist bloc.

Added to income polarisation is the dramatic deterioration in social con-
ditions as a result of austerity measures that have drastically reduced and 
privatised health, education and other social programmes. Popular classes 
whose social reproduction is dependent on a social wage (public sector) 
have faced a social crisis, while privileged middle and upper classes become 
exclusive consumers of social services channelled through private networks. 
Here we see the need to reconceive development in transnational social 
rather than geographic terms. The pattern under globalisation is not merely 
‘growth without redistribution’ but the simultaneous growth of wealth and 
of poverty as two sides of the same coin. Global capitalism generates down-
ward mobility for most at the same time that it opens up new opportunities 
for some middle-class and professional strata as the redistributive role of the 
nation state recedes and global market forces become less mediated by state 
structures as they mould the prospects for downward and upward mobility.

In conclusion, the first few decades of globalisation involved a change 
in the correlation of class forces worldwide away from nationally organised 
popular classes and towards the transnational capitalist class and local eco-
nomic and political elites tied to transnational capital. The elimination of 
the domestic market as a strategic factor in accumulation had important 
implications for class relations, social movements and the struggle over 
development. By removing the domestic market and popular class consump-
tion from the accumulation imperative, restructuring helped bring about the 
demise of the populist class alliances between broad majorities and nation-
ally based ruling classes that characterised the pre-globalisation model of 
accumulation. Later on, popular classes – themselves caught up in a process 
of reconfiguration and transnationalisation – stepped up their resistance 
and the hegemony of the transnational elite began to crack. The crisis that 
hit the global economy in 2008 with the collapse of the financial system had 
been building for some time and is rooted in the structural contradictions of 
global capitalism alluded to here.

Stepping back in perspective, the problematic of development in the South 
is ultimately the same as that of social polarisation and over-accumulation in 
the global economy as a whole. Sustaining dynamic capitalist growth, beyond 
reining in global financial markets and shifting from speculative to productive 
investment, would require a redistribution of income and wealth to generate 
an expanding demand of the popular majority. This is a very old problem 
that has been debated for decades: how to create effective demand that could 
fuel capitalist growth. The ISI model was unable to achieve this on the basis 
of protected national and regional markets; the neo-liberal model has been 
unable to achieve this on the basis of insertion into global markets.

Seen from the logic of global capitalism the problem leads to political 
quagmire: how to bring about a renewed redistributive component without 
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affecting the class interests of the dominant groups, or how to do so through 
the political apparatuses of national states whose direct power has diminished 
considerably relative to the structural power of transnational capital. This is 
a dilemma for the global system as a whole. The pressures to bring about a 
shift in the structure of distribution – both of income and of property – and 
the need for a more interventionist state to bring this about, is one side of 
the equation in the constellation of social and political forces that seemed to 
be coming together in the early twenty-first century to contest the neo-liberal 
order. Political, economic and academic elites began to look for alternative 
formulas to address the global economic crisis and at the same time to pre-
vent – or at least better manage – social and political unrest. In my own view, 
the struggle for development is a struggle for social justice and must involve 
a measure of transnational social governance over the process of global 
production and reproduction as the first step in effecting a radical worldwide 
redistribution of wealth and power downward to poor majorities.
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4
Panopticism, Elites and the 
Deinstitutionalisation of the Civic
Arthur Sementelli

This chapter explores the peculiar phenomena associated with elites and the 
desire to be under surveillance. That is often understood as part of a broader 
desire to protect themselves and their possessions from harm, loss, etc. More 
specifically, the chapter focuses on surveillance as part of the ‘Fortress America’ 
movement that emerged as a topic of scholarly discussion from the neo-
classical book by Blakely and Snyder (1997) examining gated communities in 
the USA. Specifically, there are two ideas emerging from this exercise, which 
have not made it to the forefront of discussions of elites and elite theory. The 
first involves the application of design strategies in gated communities that 
reflect Bentham’s (1995) concept of the panopticon. Briefly, the panopticon 
traditionally has been employed in the construction of hospitals and prisons. 
Oddly, these same panopticon designs have both in part and in total become 
commonplace in gated communities throughout the USA across multiple 
socio-economic strata. The second idea concerns the privatisation and com-
modification of the civic in general, along with an associated privatisation and 
commodification of public goods and services in particular. Both observations 
can be tied explicitly to our contemporary understating of elites and their 
associated trappings as part of a broader desire to buy ‘the good life’.

Understanding how the applications of Bentham’s (1995) panopticon shifted 
from being a primarily negative image of imprisonment and surveillance to 
one perceived as being positive, and even desirable in certain circumstances 
can help us understand the privatisation and commodification of the civic 
and the neighbourhood. By understanding the logic of these phenomena, 
we might then better understand an aspect of elites and elite theory, as well as 
the forces, the desires and the ‘wants’ that drive people to emulate them, 
or more appropriately to acquire the images and trappings of elites through 
specific purchasing decisions (Rindfleisch et al., 2000).

One ‘trapping’ or ‘display’ of relative wealth that is easy to see is the home. 
It is often said that homes are one of the most expensive purchases anyone 
might make. Gated communities in particular, adopt elements of Bentham’s 
(1995) panopticon while representing a commodified, image-laden, privatised 
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quest to obtain the hyper-real simulacrum (Baudrillard, 2000) of the good 
life. Gated communities represent a sort of nostalgic image or perspective of 
civic life in general and neighbourhoods in particular. However, in gated com-
munities, these constructs are both fabricated and exclusionary; they look 
like neighbourhoods without being actual neighbourhoods. In practice, these 
ersatz neighbourhoods are sold not simply as homes, but as bundled packages 
of images and amenities. As such, people can be persuaded to use, consume 
and finally sell a house and its associated package of images (ideally for a 
profit). This makes a house in a gated community not simply an expression of 
relative wealth, but also a commodity that can display the potential or possibil-
ity of wealth, an association with prosperity, and at least some of the trappings 
of the elite since gated communities are designed to exclude non-residents.

In practice, however, particularly in contemporary US markets, this potential 
as a display has been weighed and found wanting. Yet the image, the pack-
age and the amenities often continue to sell, albeit at drastically reduced 
value and far slower than brokers might hope. It becomes important to ask, 
what might cause such irrational behaviour? Has the civic become so dena-
tured that people seek the false security of surveillance? Does the notion of 
somehow aping the behaviour of socio-economic elites act as a mechanism 
to foster false consciousness through individual purchasing decisions? One 
might argue that this is an ultimate expression of commodity fetishism 
(Marx, 1867/1984). Understanding these phenomena becomes a key tool 
to begin unpacking how we view contemporary elites, their trappings and 
their images, as well as the fascination that others have with them. It might 
further help us begin to decipher a more troubling phenomenon, the dein-
stitutionalisation and commodification of civil society.

Overview

Blakely and Snyder (1997) wrote the now neo-classical piece Fortress America: 
Gated Communities in the United States. The book offers a recent historical 
account of the development of gated communities. Gated communities are a 
specific sort of planned residential community with strictly controlled access 
for pedestrians, bicycles and cars. Currently, these gated communities vary 
from high security guarded models, to those that simply landscape to reduce 
automotive and possibly deter pedestrian traffic. Most if not all of these 
communities charge residents fees for maintenance, which include several 
items normally handled by cities and counties including street cleaning, rub-
bish collection, security, landscaping, snow removal and recreation services 
(Blakely and Snyder, 1997: 25). Regardless of the current implementation, all 
gated community designs share an origin within the design of retirement and 
resort areas (Blakely and Snyder, 1997: 5) built using elements of Bentham’s 
(1995) panopticon design as a mechanism to exclude or limit access to the 
properties by non-residents. There is often a false sense that these designed 
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neighbourhoods can somehow lead to improved security by deterring 
criminal behaviour through control over access and traffic combined with 
surveillance.

The growth and mainstream acceptance, at least regionally, of the con-
cept of planned communities as normal is in truth one step in a process 
that deinstitutionalises the civic elements in a society. By creating these 
disconnected, gated, ‘islands’ of exclusion, it becomes easier to privatise the 
amenities within said geographic area while reducing the delivery of public 
goods. Such movement allows for the further commodification and sale of 
the trappings of wealth as an alternative to maintaining neighbourhoods 
and municipalities specifically, and a civil society more generally. Other side 
effects of this phenomenon include decreased reliance on public services by 
all but those in abject poverty, a duplication of services in some areas, and an 
increase in the value placed on individuality and exclusion over community 
and engagement.

By artificially drawing boundaries among ‘residents’ and non-residents, pre-
venting outsiders from entering the development becomes a priority service 
issue. There is an increased need for observation and control over access as a 
consequence. As alluded to earlier, a number of the models for these planned 
communities bear stark resemblances to the panopticon design, a prison ‘blue-
print’ offered by Bentham (1995). Consider the common cul-de-sac, one 
of the simplest models for a planned community. If one places Bentham’s 
famous drawing of the panopticon next to the standard layout of a cul-de-sac, 
we find they are functionally identical. Culs-de-sac in particular, and gated 
communities more generally consciously or unconsciously might foster a feel-
ing of invisible omniscience (Lang, 2004) and protection, but from what?

The panopticon design was employed as a model for prison design and 
construction to observe inmates. Bentham argued this design allowed one to 
obtain power over individuals through surveillance, thereby maintaining order. 
Foucault (1977, 1994) and others began to expand the discussions of the pano-
pticon design, crafting discussions that were focused not only on the design 
of prisons, but also other institutions such as hospitals. Gated communities 
represent a curious difference, what some might even call a shift in applica-
tion. One aspect of the phenomenon of gated communities often relying on 
a panopticon design involves a shift towards observation as a mechanism to 
keep people out rather than as a mechanism to keep people inside. Embracing 
such a design with a history of removing power, of controlling and observing 
residents, leads us to ask the following question. Why would wealthy, power-
ful elites be so inclined to surrender privacy and control? At least initially 
one might argue that security might trump privacy. However, there is more 
at work, and it takes the form of the commodification and sale of life as well 
as the establishment of control over one’s private life.

‘With the spread of homeowner associations, more and more Americans 
can set their own taxes in the form of assessments, use them for services 
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they choose, and restrict those benefits to themselves and their immediate 
neighbors’ (Blakely and Snyder, 1997: 24–5). Contemporary gated communi-
ties go so far as to hire a management company to handle the day-to-day 
operations of service provision, analogous to a city administrator, but with 
one notable difference. The management firm almost always maintains 
control over surveillance, and is charged with the maintenance of the com-
munity’s homogeneity (often through architectural rules and standards), 
while maintaining the control points (private physical devices, e.g. gates) 
(Blakely and Snyder, 1997: 28).

Gated communities have been remarkably popular throughout the USA and 
worldwide. They tend to be most prevalent in the southern USA, particularly 
Texas, Florida and certain other states including Arkansas. Elements of these 
prison/hospital style designs appear nationally and internationally as specific 
communities and include security checkpoints at their entry both in the USA 
and abroad as a means to exclude, maintain security and maintain status. The 
literature, however, illustrates how this purchased security is often just a false 
perception (Wilson-Doenges, 2000; Low, 2001; Grant and Mittelsteadt, 2004). 
Recent census data further illustrate that in practice gated communities’ ‘status’ 
and exclusivity images have become muddied by the fact more renters and 
minorities have gained access to these areas perceived to be ‘exclusive’ (Sanchez 
et al., 2005, using data from the American Housing Survey (AHS)). Additionally, 
the research presented by Sanchez et al. (2005) seems to support Somers’ (2008) 
argument that market approaches to community have in practice begun to 
erode the civic, to exclude, and to undermine governance generally.

New leisure class

After the Second World War there was an unprecedented expansion of the 
American middle class (Blakely and Snyder, 1997). Real wealth increased well 
into the 1970s and there was an expansion of both savings and real wages. 
As disposable income increased, there was an increased desire for certain 
status items to differentiate the burgeoning middle class. As such, there was 
a push for home and automobile ownership. Home ownership, in particu-
lar, was subsidised heavily by the government, since it was envisioned as a 
tool to maintain communities, stability, citizenship and control (Rose, 2000). 
Emergent literature has also begun to link regulation, surveillance and control 
at the individual level to an application of governmentality (Francombe, 2010). 
One might argue these links are mechanisms to control mainstream society, 
not elites. As such, there is a continued interest among elites along with those 
who desire to be elites (or at least to enjoy the trappings and images associated 
with them) to uncover ways to separate themselves from mass society (Mills, 
1956/2000) and to gain at least some of their associated trappings including 
exclusive homes with restricted access. Consequently, attention then turned 
towards one particular status item: the gated community.
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The development and expansion of gated communities throughout the 
USA, particularly from the 1980s into the present created a market for a certain 
type of ‘turnkey’ approach to living. The homes eventually shared many com-
mon designs and characteristics making them only partially differentiated, 
commodified products. Differentiation in this case became a function of the 
‘lifestyle’ and the amenities as much as the design elements incorporated into 
the construction of the properties. The USA in particular experienced a shift 
away from home ownership in the classic sense towards ownership of 
community (Blakely and Snyder, 1997: 63).

The ownership of a community, in this case, is rather different from the 
sort of ‘ownership’ one might take as a function of being a good steward of 
resources (Sementelli, 2007). This notion of ownership is not for something 
held in usufruct, but instead a market good or service. As such, these ‘com-
munities’ are not communities at all. They are instead commodities that can 
be bought, sold, used, consumed and traded. This creates an expectation that 
home ownership in gated communities can be understood as investments and 
status items, and the services associated with them are part of the ‘entertain-
ment’ or amenities associated with ownership. Rather than neighbours, there 
are members who are not citizens, but residents. Such a change represents 
another illustration of a broader movement towards the deinstitutionalisation 
of the civic.

The commodification and deinstitutionalisation continued, as developers 
began to realise they could segment the markets to sell to the ‘top fifth’ 
(Blakely and Snyder, 1997: 81) as well as the very wealthy. These less expen-
sive enclaves could be sold just as their more expensive counterparts, with 
lifestyle ‘perks’ that included guards or concierge services. By the 1990s the 
segmentation of these commodified living communities expanded to the 
point where the features associated with the expensive communities trickled 
down into the construction and maintenance of public housing projects, 
including the inclusion of fences, guards and in some cases direct observation 
(Blakely and Snyder, 1997: 102–3).

Modes of life: four models of planned communities

There are several different models of planned community. This section 
examines four of the most common types: prestige, lifestyle, security and 
purpose design. Prestige communities are targeted to people of elite status 
and designed with certain amenities and access in mind. Though often 
architecturally simple, they are purported to ‘protect and secure’ a place on 
the social ladder. These prestige communities often resemble subdivisions 
and are most often enclaves for both the affluent and powerful. Just below 
the surface, without much attention to design, they create and reinforce an 
ersatz homogeneous neighbourhood enhanced by control and surveillance 
(Blakely and Snyder, 1997: 41).
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A second type is the lifestyle community. Historically, there have been 
any number of ‘lifestyle’ communities, and they continue to gain popular-
ity, especially in the USA as the population ages. These include retirement 
communities, assisted living communities, country clubs and other themed 
homogeneous ‘neighbourhoods’ of seemingly like-minded people. Retirement 
communities in particular have developed niche marketing such as limiting 
the number of people under 50 who can live there as well as the age and 
number of children allowed on the premises. This is often in addition to sets 
of rules regarding lawns, parking and pet ownership. These rules are typically 
used as mechanisms to maintain or shape the experience of the ‘themed’ 
community.

As the apparent value of Bentham’s (1995) work re-emerged, we find that 
the security (or at least perceived security) associated with his designs has per-
vaded numerous segments of housing markets. Currently, you can find gates 
being used to control traffic and sometimes as tools to ‘control crime’ (Blakely 
and Snyder, 1997). As gates appear in everything from exclusive real estate to 
public housing, one must begin to question who is being kept out and who 
is being kept in? The panopticon, by design, is a tool to keep prisoners in and 
under control, raising questions about why anyone would willingly adopt 
such a model as a free person.

There is a fourth type of community: the purpose designed community. 
Historically, there have been numerous purpose designed communities in 
both the USA and abroad. Current implementations include the worker com-
pounds in the Middle East, often built by the oil industry for their non-Arabic 
workers to help them to better ‘get along’ in unfamiliar surroundings. These 
communities often look a great deal like suburban America, and even have sim-
ilar services to their US counterparts. Such a community evokes Baudrillard’s 
(2000) account of Disneyland, where the community acts as a sort of image of 
a neighbourhood, though it has been fabricated out of context.

Other examples of these purpose designed communities are not quite as 
cheerful as the ersatz suburbs in the Middle East. One might also argue that 
the company town or ‘mill town’ housing projects can also be understood 
as purpose designed communities (Crawford, 1995). Such communities were 
also seen as all-purpose, functional mechanisms to enable the workers to more 
effectively transition between work and home life. Arguably, mill or com-
pany towns share much more in common with Bentham’s (1995) intended 
application of panopticism than some current examples might. However, it 
is not much of a leap from the design of a company town to panopticon or 
country club. They each have a large facility at the centre with amenities or 
activity areas that in the case of company towns and country clubs include 
parks, cultural events and concert venues. So, we are left with the idea that 
purpose designed communities and the broader ‘themed’ country club life-
style communities discussed earlier bear certain family resemblances to each 
other (Wittgenstein, 1953).
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Regardless of the type or model of the gated community, in most if 
not all of the cases they tend to share some remarkable similarities with 
Bentham’s (1995) panopticon and the contemporary technologies associ-
ated with it, including surveillance devices, guards and physical barriers 
to control traffic. Each of these communities also tends to share another 
common characteristic. There is a certain privatised element in the imple-
mentation of each, separating it in some ways from the municipality or 
public structure it often inhabits. Historically, if a company were to cut 
back or go out of business, the company town would be devastated. When 
a lifestyle, prestige or even purpose designed community experiences 
economic changes, they too can be devastated by the process. Unlike real 
neighbourhoods, these ersatz communities do not have the same sort of 
access to public goods and services because both their rights and access are 
restricted within the confines of the planned community and its rules by 
design, limiting the degree to which the public sector might intervene.

Given the substantial risks involved with embracing these planned, ersatz 
communities, what might be their attraction? What drives someone to 
forgo existing public services that are currently tax subsidised to move into 
an area that often charges additional fees for the same goods and services a 
person or family has access to? A key to understanding this is the notion of 
disposable or discretionary income. As one gains greater access to dispos-
able or discretionary income, opportunities arise to use said resources to 
acquire prestige items. Although an inexpensive digital watch will tell the 
time, people still tend to choose a Rolex or some other prestige branded 
watch over the functionality of a cheap digital one. It remains a function of 
symbolic display rather than practicality.

Form over function: quest for imagery

At least part of the logic for this cluster of odd-seeming economically or socially 
irrational choices involves some understanding of value. If we consider the 
intrinsic value of these decisions, meaning the value a gated community 
has in its own right, then they can be understood as poor economic choices. 
Residents often pay for two or more sets of services, and their quality except 
in the cases of some prestige and lifestyle communities are often inferior to 
their public sector counterparts. These arrangements tend to be economically 
inefficient, with additional maintenance and architectural restrictions, as well 
as rules for access, landscaping and even vehicles creating additional costs for 
residents. Overall, it often becomes easy to question the economic value of 
these communities relative to the prices charged for them.

If one instead considers the extrinsic value of these communities, or the 
value based on association with something else, something interesting occurs. 
These communities often have the images of elites, of elite life, and elite 
behaviour associated with them, at least implicitly. To understand rationally 



Panopticism, Elites and the Civic  81

why one might choose one of these communities, it becomes important to 
see the extrinsic symbolic value of them. They are commodified, routinised, 
process- and image-laden mechanisms to engage in a societal level spectacle 
(Debord, 1967/1995) of elitism, wealth and celebrity. Understanding gated 
communities as anything else typically leads to frustration and confusion.

Simply having the possibility of these images, these proxies of the elite are 
not enough. To function as a market good they need to demonstrate a demand 
for the good or service. To be commoditised and profitable, the extrinsic values 
of these planned communities need to be sold without the buyer realising that 
they lack a certain qualitative distinction from their counterparts in the public 
sector (e.g. prisons, public housing, etc.). The belief in the extrinsic value of 
these purchases arguably is what helps to maintain the value of these com-
munities to a targeted audience. In essence, it is the idea or image of living in 
a planned community, rather than the community itself that has the value. 
That difference drives the decision to purchase in a gated community.

Privatisation

By commodifying housing, segmenting the market and increasing oppor-
tunities to live within gated communities, we find that the environment 
becomes amenable for extending the privatisation of public services. Such 
movement exacerbates the fragmentation of communities, leading to a ‘loss of 
connection and social contract’ (Blakely and Snyder, 1997: 139). People begin 
seeing themselves as taxpayers rather than citizens (ibid.). As a taxpayer, or 
more importantly, a customer, we find that movement to gated communities, 
and to privatised enclaves, represents a choice to avoid civic engagement 
and participation at some level. It is a choice to make purchases of goods and 
services to maintain a personal quality of life:

‘I took care of my responsibility, I’m safe in here, I’ve got my guard gate; 
I’ve paid my [homeowner association] dues, and I’m responsible for my 
streets. Therefore, I have no responsibility for the commonweal, because 
you take care of your own.’ (Blakely and Snyder, 1997: 140)

The statement above illustrates a sort of civic fiction that has become the norm 
for many of the people who became property owners in these gated com-
munities. As each of these communities represents a segment of the market, 
there is the potential for the service expectation to not be met in reality. 
To compensate for this disparity, we find these private communities often 
turn to the public sector to purchase certain goods and services. In many cases, 
particularly in Florida, gated communities have hired off-duty county Sheriffs’ 
deputies for private security. In communities for the elderly, we find there is a 
continued reliance on public services including 911 emergency services, emer-
gency medical technicians and sometimes public fire protection.
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In times of shrinking budgets, however, we find that municipalities in 
particular can also cleave to models of privatisation as both political and 
economic tools. In practice, many have begun or have expanded their adop-
tion of fee for services schemes as well as other pay for use approaches for the 
provision of public services. In many cases, emergency calls in several states 
that require an ambulance often result in the person receiving a bill charging 
them for services rendered. In some US cities, residents discover that they 
also receive a second bill to cover mileage to the hospital to offset gasoline 
expenses.

There are limits to these privatised enclaves. Public streets cannot be 
blocked. Developers and municipalities cannot easily craft fully privatised 
enclaves wholly independent of some municipality, some county, or some 
state. The communities, however, can be redesigned and monitored (Blakely 
and Snyder, 1997: 158). This redesign and surveillance creates the boundaries 
for the enclave. It establishes the island within a municipality. The creation 
of these virtual islands, virtual enclaves and ersatz ‘communities’ erodes the 
civic (Somers, 2008) while it simultaneously helps to perpetuate the myth 
that the private sector always does ‘it’ better. This belief is based on the 
erroneous idea that ‘free’ market solutions can always work in non-market 
situations. Taking the most basic position that government need only get 
involved at the point of market failure and to protect commerce (Smith, 
1776/1977), we find there are substantial and practical limits for the solutions 
offered as common practices in each sector.

The problem of course, is that ‘the market’ itself is an idealised myth. 
Under the best of circumstances, the idealised ‘free market’ offered by Smith 
(1776/1977) and others is best understood as a thought experiment. As such, 
the language, processes and beliefs remain susceptible to the practices 
of spectacle, both political and otherwise (Debord, 1967/1995; Edelman, 
1988). Furthermore, based on a neo-classical interpretation of Smith’s work, 
government must become heavily involved in the economy to correct the 
seemingly endless stream of market imperfections, though by doing so 
governments create their own imperfections in the case of dead weight 
losses (e.g. taxes and fees), as well as mechanisms to capture certain exter-
nalities (e.g. health and safety standards).

The commodification and privatisation of the community ‘experience’ 
offers an escape from the realities of economy and society. It is often based 
on belief, on image, and sometimes on nostalgia (Rindfleisch et al., 2000). 
Nostalgia, in this sense, is defined as a certain type of consumer behaviour, 
something that drives the choice for one product over another. In the case 
of commodified private spaces, it can be argued that these choices represent 
a desire to recapture or at least buy some part of the idealised Disneyland 
approach to community (Baudrillard, 2000) that seems to have been ‘lost’ 
over the past several years. One might argue instead that such a thing has 
never been lost, but is instead mythic.
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The myth of community

The notions of community, of civitas and democracy have in many cases been 
exposed as contemporary myth. Democracy, with its basis in mutuality and 
collective citizenship, has joined the myth of community in the dust bin. 
Rather than a community and a city, we instead have privatised, planned 
clusters of property based on notions of exclusion rather than connection. 
The ability to join these exclusive groups, however, has been distilled into a 
single factor, that is the ability to pay. As such, there is no longer simply an 
‘elite’ community. Instead, there are prestige communities, with people who 
fancy themselves as being a part of some specific socio-economic group. 
In practice, we find there is nothing to prevent a grifter, a hustler or criminal 
from entering the community as long as they have the ability to pay.

In recent years, there has been little to prevent the same grifters, hustlers 
and criminals from selling properties in these ‘prestige’ communities either. 
Benefiting from specific regulatory loopholes, multitudes of self-styled real 
estate brokers and loan officers packaged and sold the image of this ‘American’ 
dream of a lifestyle to both investors and families. One consequence of this 
commodification of ‘lifestyle’ in the USA at least has been the collapse and 
devaluation of the entire housing market. Granted there are areas hit more 
severely than others, such as California, Nevada and Florida. It is likely no 
coincidence these states also hold Disneyland, Hollywood, Disneyworld and 
Las Vegas, which are four relatively popular ‘fantasy’ lifestyle destinations 
for adults. In some cases, the gated communities are on the same property 
as Disneyland for example. This proximity enables people to choose to live 
in the magic kingdom, or at least in a condominium that is walking distance 
from it.

Elites and elite theory

The commodification of community has served to better identify the social 
and economic divisions in the USA. Despite the collapse of the housing market, 
there are still certain areas within the USA that are well out of the reach of 
many who would embrace the trappings of the elites. In a peculiar turn of 
events, we find instead that those in the mobile middle class, in many cases 
have found themselves sharing their gated community lifestyle with people 
on public assistance rather than the power elites. Scholars have argued for 
decades that the middle class and lower upper class have sought to flee 
poverty. The irony in this case is that the collapse of the housing market has 
left few options to the person who owns multiple properties. At some point 
they decide if they need to rent the property or face foreclosure, and the 
one place with numerous available tenants in need of housing is the federal 
‘section 8’ housing assistance programme which caters to indigent members 
communities in the USA.
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The quest to buy the trappings of elitism, in the end, leads to a fractured 
community. The collapse of an identifiable middle class and an increase 
in both poverty and wealth create certain challenges for society writ large. 
If the wealthy (or at least those who do not perceive themselves as poor) 
choose to ‘opt out’ of citizenship by embracing these ersatz communities 
within municipalities, there is an increased potential for revenue shortfalls, 
for broad-based reduction in services, and an overall reduction in many of 
the goods and services we identify with municipalities. These choices com-
pound their influence, typically reinforcing the choice to opt out by more 
individuals, exacerbating the problem further.

Turning the lens inward

There is a well-established link between community and crime. Specifically, 
there has been substantial research on the effect of social cohesion on crime 
(Sampson et al., 1997). Consider first that gated communities tend to foster 
a culture of fear (Low, 2001) rather than a culture of cohesion. Combine this 
with a disconnect among individuals and their municipalities (Blakely and 
Snyder, 1997: 140). Then add the loss of resources and services associated 
with the privatisation of communities. One might easily argue that fear (e.g. 
‘white flight’ as described by Avila, 2005) can lead to the decision to live 
in an elective prison of sorts, specifically a gated community, with guards, 
gates, an ersatz community, and even a false sense of security.

It is important to recall that the panopticon, by design, was not developed 
as a tool to keep people out. It was instead used to keep people in. Such is 
the backward logic of contemporary society. As people shun the civic and 
democratic choice in favour of ersatz communities with ‘condo commandos’ 
(Bowman et al., 2006: 145) that are often more restrictive and far less demo-
cratic in practice than the most invasive municipal agents, we find that 
individuals continue to flock to gated communities. Contemporary research 
does not necessarily support the image of elite communities (Sanchez et al., 
2005), but instead appears to support a post-modern movement towards 
the designs common in the old company towns (Crawford, 1995). People 
continue to choose these developments, these gated communities over 
traditional civic structures such as neighbourhoods, boroughs and other 
geographically localised areas. The question this chapter has attempted to 
answer is why this is the case.

The argument for why this keeps happening of course is multi-faceted. 
However, I have suggested there are certain common themes that drive the 
move to panopticon designs. First, there is a culture of fear. Second, there is a 
belief in the marketisation of the civic. Third, there is a belief more generally 
that people can, in truth, purchase ‘the good life’ and live to a great extent 
the lives of elites. Such beliefs reflect a general shift towards a spectator society 
(Lippmann, 2008), and further support Dewey’s argument that a rational, 
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logical democratic public is largely a fantasy in contemporary society (Bybee, 
1999). Ironically, this image of the elite existence, the good life, in practice is 
expressed as little more than an exclusive prison (Bentham, 1995), sometimes 
populated by renters (Sanchez et. al., 2005). In most cases it fails to reflect the 
exclusivity and elite status the image is purported to convey.

Commonly understood as a mechanism for the conspicuous display of rela-
tive wealth and status, the purchase of the image of the good life has in many 
cases resulted in certain unforeseen consequences. The first is the commodi-
fication and privatisation of the images of community, captured at least in part 
by the creation of these homogeneous enclaves of residents. The second is the 
marketisation and commodification of neighbourhood and community, along 
with the economic consequences often associated with fluctuations in partially 
differentiated items that often lose value as interest wanes in the item in ques-
tion. A third consequence is a reduced reliance on public goods and services, 
combined with a reduction in willingness to pay for public services duplicated 
by the ersatz community. This can lead to greater socio-economic disparities, 
while eroding the already fading notions of contemporary civil society. In the 
end, these consequences create a greater demand for security (real or imagined), 
for surveillance, and for the ability to pay for your slice of ‘the good life’. 
This in turn creates a situation that leads free individuals to choose to forfeit 
rights, choices and privacy willingly as part of a greater desire to gain an 
element of elite status, or at least to imagine it.
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Exploring contributions in the policy science, political economy and power 
literatures, this theoretical chapter proposes that a fundamental effect of 
structural economic and political interactions within, and between, polyar-
chies – or liberal democracies – has potentially far-reaching consequences 
related to the capacity for societal change. Furthermore, it argues that the 
creation of shared understanding between economic and political elites is 
critical to a comprehension of how structural determinants are purposed by 
political activity at the pre-agenda phase of the policy process. It is against 
this consensual backdrop, and the discursive and deliberative narrowness that 
it produces, that transformational political change exists largely beyond the 
capacity of policy-makers or the collective will of ordinary citizens; instead 
it is, almost exclusively, a function of the invisible hand of market forces. In 
the absence of a global regulatory framework, the long-term consequences 
of shared understanding between today’s political and economic elites could 
have profound implications for tomorrow’s global citizens.

Responses to the question of how public policy is initiated have evolved in 
recent years from explanations rooted in notions of objective identification 
and rational decision-making to post-positivist explorations of how issues are 
defined for the purposes of policy intervention. The latter have been accompa-
nied by a wealth of interest in policy agendas and, specifically, the intersubjec-
tive manner in which problems are framed prior to the more formal processes 
of policy formation and change. This interest is, in turn, related to notions of 
power and, more fundamentally, the ongoing debate concerning structure and 
agency in political decision-making. Despite considerable scholarly activity 
in the area, there remain profound conceptual questions concerning the 
origins of policy initiation and, importantly, the boundaries – physical or 
otherwise – of the policy process. This chapter seeks to explore one aspect of 
the debate: namely the role played by a shared understanding of the objectives 
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of public policy emanating from the politics/market relationship within, and 
increasingly between, polyarchal societies. It is argued that a shared under-
standing between political and economic elites reinforces and lends political 
purpose to existing structural norms and may, where necessary, represent a 
deliberate attempt to redefine structural tolerances for the purposes of facili-
tating more dynamic political change.

The requirement for dynamic change stems from a paradoxical market-
driven imperative that is enshrined in liberal democracies: namely that they 
should provide political and economic stability. Such systems, frequently 
characterised as being in a state of equilibrium, manifest an inherent resist-
ance to change and a policy process bound by incrementalism, checks and 
balances, and a myriad of countervailing processes and relationships that defy 
satisfactory explanation. Against the backdrop of such a deep-rooted model of 
intransigence, the market functions within a largely predictable – and satisfac-
tory – regulatory framework; content, where able, to influence the direction 
and detail of government policy. The extent of this ability, however, is governed 
by factors that serve to protect the overall stability of existing structured 
socio-economic arrangements. In order to facilitate change that calls into 
question these existing modes of governance, a new shared understanding 
of political objectives must first be created and structural norms must be 
reinterpreted and defined for the purposes of supporting a revised political 
and economic agenda.

This theoretical perspective challenges a prevailingly reactive theme in the 
policy sciences literature concerning political inputs and the identification of 
problems. It suggests that political agenda-setting, far from representing the 
beginning of the formal policy process, is a function of prior political processes 
embedded in the articulation – and not just interpretation – of structural and 
normative conditions.

Theoretical perspectives on policy initiation and change

There exists, in the policy process literature, an overwhelming conception of 
inputs as external stimulants to the policy or political process; within such 
a model the process of policy-making is presented, on the whole, as distinct 
from the demands that are placed upon it. Part of the reason for this may lie 
with a longstanding theoretical distinction between political activity and pub-
lic administration in the policy sciences arena (see Wilson, 1941; Goodnow, 
1900; White, 1926); but another possible explanation rests with the apparent 
longevity of ideas expounded in early decision- and system-based depictions 
of the policy process. Harold Lasswell’s (1956, 1963) decision process, for 
instance, which has inspired volumous iterations (Jones, 1970; Mack, 1971; 
Anderson, 1975; May and Wildavsky, 1978; Brewer and deLeon, 1983; Howlett 
and Ramesh, 1995; Norton, 2005), presents a lineal, staged and cumulative 
depiction of decision activity which takes, as its starting point, an intelligence 
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gathering phase where information pertinent to the decision is collected and 
prepared. David Easton’s (1957) model of input/output exchanges, on the 
other hand, presents an open policy process conceived as an extension of 
an overall system of influences; ‘analytically separated’ but, fundamentally, 
exposed to other social systems in which it is embedded (Easton, 1966). 
Exogenous environmental systems such as ecology, economy, culture, social 
structure and demographics all shape the demands placed upon the political 
system (Easton, 1957); in essence, inputs are subject to the mediating effects of 
system-based determinants before being converted into policy outputs which 
are, in turn, passed back to neighbouring environmental systems (see also 
the work of Straayer, 1971; Simmons et al., 1974).

These early theoretical approaches have been complemented by a wide 
number of alternative theories of the policy process focused less upon general 
systemic devices and more upon the role of structural determinism (Hofferbert, 
1974; Simeon, 1976), institutionalism (Kiser and Ostrom, 1982; Skocpol, 1992; 
Immergut, 1998) and collective ideational constraints (Hall, 1992; Goldstein 
and Keohane, 1993; Legro, 2000; Jenkins and Eckert, 2000), subsystem activity 
(Sabatier, 1988; Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith, 1993; Baumgartner and Jones, 
1993), and post-positivist theories concerning the role of individual agency 
(Kingdon, 1984; Hawkesworth, 1988; Rochefort and Cobb, 1993; Fischer 
and Forester, 1993; Dryzek, 1993; Hays, 1994; Roe, 1994; Danziger, 1995; 
Campbell, 1998). Collectively, these contrasting views provide a comprehen-
sive sense of the complex issues that have divided and tormented policy proc-
ess scholars over recent years. Assertions related to the existence and proximity 
of system boundaries have, in anything other than textbook devices, given 
way to a broader and more interrelated sense of the system and environmen-
tal whole. As with system theory developments in other fields, the role of the 
environment is seen as central to an understanding of adaptation (see the early 
contribution of Emery and Trist, 1965). Systems are viewed as largely incapable 
of self-generated transformational change; the extent of adaptability to envi-
ronmental turbulence is a function of ability to learn and to perform in line 
with changing exogenous contingencies (Terreberry, 1968).

Theories concerning the initiation of policy have evolved from straightfor-
ward descriptions centred upon collective and objective consensus concerning 
problems and issues into a more complex debate regarding the intersubjective 
nature in which issues are defined, framed and, subsequently, managed within 
the agenda-setting process. Staged depictions of the policy process, with inputs 
entering at one end and leaving at the other as policy outputs, have been super-
seded by a multi-dimensional depiction in which inputs can enter the process 
anywhere – and at any time. The only bar is the extent to which the input can 
be sufficiently well purposed for the stated scope and objectives of the policy 
domain. Likewise, the only meaningful obstacle to the promotion of inputs 
onto the wider political agenda is not an intractable sense of what needs to be 
done but, instead, an ever-shifting attempt to define political inputs in terms 
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of structural and normative requirements that are, themselves, the subject 
of interpretation, definition and articulation. The demand for more radical, 
system-wide, transformational change, given the enormous structural, insti-
tutional and normative resistance it is likely to encounter, requires a type of 
political activity capable of subtly redefining the very substance of these pre-
agenda structural and normative patterns. Such activity requires a sustained 
imperative and the long-term commitment of substantial resources; only the 
market is capable of such a conscious or unconscious undertaking.

Politics and markets

In Charles Lindblom’s seminal work Politics and Markets (1977), the common 
origins of polyarchy and market, as systems of popular control, are cited as 
a chief reason for the two to be linked together: ‘the association between 
liberal constitutional polyarchy and market is clearly no historical accident. 
Polyarchies were established to win and protect certain liberties: private 
property, free enterprise, free contract, and occupational choice. Polyarchy 
also served the more diffuse aspirations of those elites that established it. 
For both the specific liberties, and for the exercise of self-help, markets in 
which the options can be exercised are required’ (Lindblom, 1977: 164). 
Historically, polyarchal societies have been characterised by favourable meas-
ures of economic and social development and provide the setting for the 
conception of the modern dynamic pluralist state (Dahl, 1989); furthermore, 
and fundamentally entwined with our understanding of such development, 
markets are part of the very fabric of the constitution of the modern capitalist 
nation state and contemporary world order (Cerny, 1990). Against a backdrop 
of international capital flows, and the setting of the price of money across 
borders, the allocation of all goods in society is subject to the disciplines of 
the global financial marketplace; in short, this financial system represents 
the infrastructure of the infrastructure (Cerny, 1994).

The development of globalisation has brought with it an intense pressure to 
reconcile political and economic tensions related to domestic and international 
policy; this has led to a rescaling of traditional governance systems (Brenner, 
1998), the increasing dominance of private authority in areas such as inter-
national finance (Pauly, 2002) and the proactive participation of neo-liberal 
institutions shaping relations between state and market in the contemporary 
era (O’Riain, 2000). In short, the state’s traditional boundaries have been under 
attack from the politics of market organisation (White, 1993) and politics, 
everywhere, is now market driven (Leys, 2003). The interrelationship of 
economic and political activity is, more than ever, critical to a consideration of 
social mechanisms and systems: in the words of Lindblom (1977: 8) ‘much 
of politics is economics and most of economics is politics’.

Despite strong pluralist convictions, Lindblom (1988) was keen to highlight 
the role played by ‘advantaged segments of society’ in narrowing diversity of 



The Creation of Shared Understanding  91

opinion and discussion in order to protect their advantages from slow erosion. 
These concerns for the discursive foundations of democracy, despite the obvi-
ous absence of a class dimension, hint at a process similar to that of Gramsci’s 
‘cultural hegemony’ (Gramsci, 1971), where the scope for ideological political 
conflict is, in effect, limited at source. The presence of the market control para-
digm, for instance, hardwired into the structural consciousness of polyarchal 
systems of governance, ensures that the scope of political discursiveness is 
guided by the dictates of certain inalienable constructs. The extent of the 
pervasiveness of these constructs is evidenced not only in terms of limited 
political debate and decisional incrementalism (Lindblom, 1959; Braybrooke 
and Lindblom, 1963) but also contrasting beliefs related to the distinction 
between public and private affairs (Drucker, 1962; Nigro and Nigro, 1973; 
Sharkansky, 1979). Seen in this way, the development of the meta-narrative of 
neo-liberal microeconomics, the silent ‘grand theory’ governing contemporary 
reason (Van Der Pijl, 2005), has profound implications for the diversity of 
political opinion in liberal democracies.

In all accounts of the liberal democratic model, it is clear that the 
notion of separated spheres of economic and political activity is, by and 
large, discounted: the various interpretations of the relationship between 
politics and markets reflect a substantial agreement over the structurally 
advantaged position of business. Even if the relationship is far from static 
and stable (Vogel, 1983), and the role of the state – and state actors – has 
been significantly underestimated (Nordlinger, 1983; Mann, 1984; Skocpol, 
1985; Weir and Skocpol, 1985), we are still some way from the pluralist 
depiction of community power in which political and economic processes 
are considered to have a high degree of autonomy (Finer, 1958; Dahl, 1961). 
Furthermore, it is difficult to escape the conclusion that control of resources 
lies at the heart of conceptions of the state and notions of coercion and 
power in the policy-making process. A contribution from the organisational 
theory field, resource dependency theory (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978), sug-
gests that organisations are comprised of internal and external coalitions 
that emerge from social exchanges – for the purpose of influencing and 
controlling behaviour (Ulrich and Barney, 1984); external organisational 
links are essentially power relationships based upon exchange resources. 
External demands are constantly placed on the organisation but it responds 
most acutely to those upon which it is most dependent for resources and 
survival. Where organisations are dependent for stability upon one another, 
mutual interdependencies can lead to increased coordination and mutual 
control over each other’s resources. Clarence Stone (1989), for instance, 
suggests that, as a consequence of mutual interdependency, economic and 
political elites form coalitions or regimes; the broad direction-setting nature 
of such activity distinguishing it from the ‘retail politics’ of lobbying and 
policy networks (Stone, 2005). In a system where boundaries are vague, 
where the distinction between governmental and quasi-governmental activity 
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is blurred, where a structural relationship between economy and state is 
hardwired into the system of governance, and where non-state actors play a 
significant role in providing information, expertise and support to those in 
positions of political power; a huge array of political resource interdepend-
encies have, no doubt, been established. Furthermore, the resulting mode 
of governance – characterised by incrementalism rather than dynamic 
change – ensures that the interests of the market are preserved at every turn 
and the potential for surprises limited.

The extent of economic determinism is, of course, a fundamental ques-
tion; and its relevance is more acute given the advent of globalisation and 
the lack of a coherent global regulatory framework. The polyarchal nation 
state, structurally dependent upon its domestic business interests, now finds 
itself subsumed within a global and structurally interconnected neo-liberal 
market paradigm. Within such a paradigm, the alternative to conformity 
is politically unthinkable; and the processes that have shaped the devel-
opment of the new world order can only accelerate. Domestically, the 
demands placed upon government are increasingly influenced by inter-
national considerations; and market demands have assumed greater, and 
more urgent, primacy. Fundamental and rapid change cannot be brought 
about, however, without the ongoing and willing participation of the sov-
ereign state; a participation that cannot be provided unless governments 
maintain their legitimacy in the face of structural and normative resist-
ance to change. The market’s unique ability to facilitate change in these 
structural and normative tolerances plays a critical role in securing such 
legitimacy.

Power relations and policy initiation

For the most part, depictions of political power portray a classic Weberian  
relationship with the emphasis on one party realising its own will even ‘against 
the resistance of others’ (Weber, 1962); within such a conception, the powerful 
are, unsurprisingly, ‘those who are able to realize their will even if others resist 
it’ (Mills, 1956: 9). While Weber’s conception of power does not preclude will-
ing consent in the relationship, it does imply the capacity for coercive power 
based, ultimately, on domination of the subject. This presentation of power 
as ‘power over’ underpins practically all empirical contributions on political 
influence in the policy sciences field although there are marked differences 
in the form that this coercion can take. Steven Lukes’ (Lukes, 1974) typology 
of the three dimensions of power is a useful mechanism for demonstrating a 
fundamental distinction drawn between decisional and non-decisional exer-
cises of power as domination in the political sphere. Furthermore, utilising the 
typology as a metaphor for a hierarchy of system-wide exercises of power pro-
vides a crucial insight into the nature of political influences and, specifically, 
the relationship between politics and markets in polyarchies.
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The first dimension of power is that typified by pluralists with their 
emphasis upon actual, rather than potential, power; and a focus on observ-
able behaviour (Dahl, 1957, 1961; Polsby, 1963). In empirical terms, the 
unit of analysis is the decision situation and exercises of power are a product 
of conflict of interests over political preferences. Despite recognising the 
resource advantages of business (Dahl, 1961; Truman, 1971), and viewing 
resource availability as a primary determinant of influence, pluralists have 
tended to view business as part of a much broader depiction of interest 
group politics; and, in terms of empirical inquiry, political theory has 
focused primarily on the wider role of groups within society. For the most 
part, the role of business has been ignored (Hart, 2004) and, it has been 
argued, the study of corporation activity is essential to a complete under-
standing of political influence (Salisbury, 1984; Baumgartner and Leech, 
1998). The tendency to view business political influence as interest group 
pressure has led to a curious paradox: at a time when interest group prolife-
ration is seen to have destabilised the policy-making system and weakened 
the overall impact of interest groups (Salisbury et al., 1990), the overall influ-
ence of business and market interests in political affairs appears to have 
accelerated substantially (Gais et al., 1984; Calhoun, 1992; Crenson and 
Ginsberg, 2002; Leys, 2003). Moreover, the pluralist approach requires a 
conflict of interest but, given discrete lobbying practices, an enormous 
volume of policy activity goes uncontested (Baumgartner and Leech, 2001). 
Scholarly efforts have, in the main, been directed towards examining these 
more coercive and observable demonstrations of power; more discrete 
activities have, for the most part, been overlooked or discounted.

A major criticism of this conception of power, levelled by Lukes (1974), is 
that it assumes the bias of the system under observation; in other words, 
it is blind to control of the political agenda. Lukes (1974) defines, therefore, a 
second dimension of power based upon the earlier work of Bachrach and 
Baratz (1962) which drew attention to the exercises of power that may have 
already determined the observable instances of control which represent the 
pluralist view of power. Adopting Schattschneider’s (1975: 69) belief that 
‘organization is the mobilization of bias’ and his view that ‘some issues 
are organized into politics while others are organized out’, Bachrach and 
Baratz went further: ‘power is also exercised when A devotes his energies to 
creating or reinforcing social and political values and institutional practices 
that limit the scope of the political process to public consideration of only 
those issues which are comparatively innocuous to A’ (1962: 948). In doing 
so, they introduce the concept of non-decision-making; a means by which 
demands for change ‘can be suffocated before they are even voiced; or kept 
covert; or killed before they gain access to the relevant decision-making arena; 
or, failing all these things, maimed or destroyed in the decision implement-
ing stage of the policy process’ (1970: 44). The most obvious exercise of 
such an activity in the political sphere is that of agenda-setting; where the 
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agenda takes on a strategic form since it is grounded in matters outside of 
the policies at hand and beyond the more immediate scope of policy-makers 
(Mouw and Mackuen, 1992). Like the constitutional-choice decisions found 
in Kiser and Ostrom’s institutional approach (1982), such pre-decisional 
activities are of critical importance in determining the decisions that will, 
ultimately, be made down the line (Cobb and Elder, 1971; Long and Rose-
Ackerman, 1986).

Following McCombs and Shaw’s (1972) seminal study of the relationship 
between public and media agendas, a good deal of attention has been focused 
on correlations between levels of saliency in different domains and, in par-
ticular, between media, public, and policy agendas (Rogers and Dearing, 
1988). Since there is evidence to support the contention that media agen-
das, and the activities of the media, have an influence on the policy agenda 
(Gilberg et al., 1980; Cook et al., 1983; Wanta et al., 1989) and also the public 
agenda (McCombs and Shaw, 1972; Funkhouser, 1973; Iyengar and Kinder, 
1987), the role of the media must be considered in any discussion of power 
relations and policy initiation. Relative saliency on the media agenda is 
central to the formation of the public agenda which, consequently, influ-
ences the activities of policy-makers (Dearing and Rogers, 1996). Closer 
analysis of the concentrated ownership of media assets and, furthermore, 
the actual sources of media stories provides evidence that the commercial 
imperative and information dependency of the media results in an inherent 
bias to the selection and depiction of events; a bias that informs the public 
agenda and serves the needs of corporations, politicians and bureaucrats 
alike (Gandy, 1982; Herman and Chomsky, 2002). Furthermore, the growth 
and role of public policy research institutes or think tanks (Weaver, 1989; 
McGann, 1992) and an analysis of the supply of technical and professional 
policy expertise at all levels of government (Brint, 1990) suggest both 
an agenda-setting role and a degree of informal capture by professional 
experts. Ultimately, all information is mediated in some way but the extent 
to which the dynamics of political decision-making are being defined by 
information bias has potentially profound implications for the shape and 
tenor of policy debate.

To these first two dimensions of power, Lukes (1974) adds a third: ‘A may 
exercise power over B by getting him to do what he does not want to do, 
but he also exercises power over him by influencing, shaping or deter-
mining his very wants. Indeed, is it not the supreme exercise of power to get 
another or others to have the desires you want them to have?’ (1974: 27). 
The notion of latent conflict is central to this approach; created by a contradic-
tion between the interests of those who exercise power and the real interests 
of those who are dominated. Reminiscent, again, of Gramsci’s hegemony 
(1971), the third-dimensional form of power might best, within the macro 
context of political influence, be seen as operating at the level of ideological 
or normative predisposition; at work somewhere within, and between, the 
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structural determinants of society and the issue definition and agenda-setting 
activities of the policy process.

The use of Lukes’ (1974) typology to describe the macro interactions between 
those inside and outside of the formal state policy apparatus is, of course, 
simply one application of the framework; it is important to stress that the vari-
ous dimensions might be found operating at all levels of government and in 
all social interactions. The use of the typology as a hierarchal framework for 
understanding such macro level political influence does, however, raise one 
very important line of inquiry related to the strategic options available to those 
seeking dynamic change. If, as has been suggested, a fundamental market-
driven requirement for economic and political stability results in a political 
process that is highly resistant to demands for transformational change, what 
happens when it’s the market that demands the change?

Attempting to introduce radical policy initiatives at the level of regime 
politics (C. N. Stone, 1989) is unlikely to yield results since the definition 
of the issue is predefined, there are dominant existing coalitions informing 
debate, and significant institutional constraints governing the scope and 
substance of policy discussions. This is not to suggest that significant gains 
or losses are not achievable; simply that the scope of such gains or losses 
is largely defined by pre-existing terms of reference. Likewise, attempting 
to introduce a radical policy departure at the agenda-setting level requires 
a sizeable shift in perceptions of a given issue. Agenda-setting is, itself, a 
function of institutional patterns and a prevailing discourse surrounding 
the attractiveness and political feasibility of new proposals. This political 
discourse ‘delineates the accepted boundaries of state action … and defines 
the context in which many issues will be understood’ (Hall, 1993: 289). 
Of course, actors may seek to exercise power in pursuit of their desire to see 
proposals appear on the policy agenda but unless such proposals are framed 
within existing structural parameters, and promote a particular problem defini-
tion, causal interpretation, moral evaluation and remedy (Entman, 1993), it is 
unlikely that they will be able to enter, or survive, the policy process. Change 
that requires a more fundamental punctuation can only take place at the 
structural level; structural determinants must be reinterpreted, redefined 
and reinforced, in order to influence the ideological predisposition and 
normative values of those charged with consideration of political agendas. 
Moreover, these structural amendments must be transmitted throughout 
society in order that policy-makers retain essential legitimacy.

Critical to the comprehension of how structural determinants are pur-
posed by political activity at the pre-agenda stage of the policy process 
is the creation of shared understanding. Distinct from the constructivist 
description of the definition of issues (Blumer, 1971), their attendant causal 
stories (D. A. Stone, 1989), and coherent systems of normative and cognitive 
elements that define ‘world views’ (Surel, 2000: 496), this kind of shared 
understanding relates to the shared structural assumptions that underpin 
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the very foundations of public policy activity. These assumptions relate to, 
among other things: the role that the state sees for itself in the pursuance 
of its duties; the nature of the relationship that exists between politics and 
markets; and conditions that lead to the overall betterment of society. The 
understanding is shared because it is the product of a dialogue resulting 
from the mutual resource interdependency, albeit heavily skewed, of three 
dominant groups: the economic, political and media elites.

The consequences of this shared understanding for the scope of policy-
making are far-reaching; ultimately, ‘governments operate within the bounds 
of the conventional wisdom of their elites … [and] cannot operate if poli-
cymakers stop to consider first principles’ (Wallace, 2004: 281). Given that 
shared understanding concerning these first principles is the foundation 
upon which the discursive parameters of polyarchies are based, it is essential 
to recognise the role played by it in regulating demands for transformational 
change. Such change may not always be initiated by the elite, but it will, out 
of necessity, always require its support if it is to find its way onto the policy 
agenda. Likewise, the development of shared understanding concerning the 
need for radical change represents a structural shift that will, in time, facili-
tate access to the policy agenda in both political and societal terms. While 
such power is not absolute, it is both discrete and effective. Formal and infor-
mal communities of political, economic and media elites – ably supported by 
administrative, professional and academic elites – meeting at the national, 
international and transnational level are, ultimately, responsible for the 
creation of an ongoing, and subtly evolving, referential for policy-makers; 
a referential that acts as a normative, cognitive and linguistic straitjacket, 
defining the discursive limitations of policy-making.

Conclusion

Transformational change takes time but, more importantly, the requirement 
for it must enter into collective consciousness at the level of shared under-
standing between elite groups. Shared understanding is by no means assured 
and there exists conflict within elites, as well as between them, but when it is 
created and starts to act as a structural referential within the policy process, 
the homogeneity of the economic, political and media elite – and, critically, 
the role of the economic elite in crafting such homogeneity – has profound 
implications for the discursive and deliberative parameters of policy-making. 
In short, when the market wants transformational change, it seeks to affect 
the structural tolerances that prevent it from taking place. When the call 
for change emerges elsewhere, the market deploys its resources in order to 
protect existing socio-economic arrangements.

The considerable resource advantages of business ensure that it is, by far 
and away, the dominant player in day-to-day political activity; its considerable 
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lobbying activities, the interweaving of business and state affairs, and the 
more direct dependencies of the state – and political parties – on business 
support, have created a model of ‘regime politics’ (C. N. Stone, 1989) that 
is more accessible to commercial interests than the individual or collective 
citizenry. Furthermore, this access places business at the heart of processes 
that influence the prioritisation of policy proposals; and this coupled with 
a significant media dependency on business – for revenue, access and 
patronage – enables market interests to raise considerable awareness and 
saliency for political issues. Most significantly of all, however, are those 
efforts that pave the way for more radical transformations of society; efforts 
that go largely unnoticed and result in the gradual reshaping of policy 
objectives.

The extent to which market interests are responsible for the creation of 
such shared understanding at the elite level is unclear; it seems reasonable 
to suggest, however, that the resource advantages that wield so much influ-
ence elsewhere in the policy process are, at least, a prominent feature of 
elite interactions. To date, little empirical work has been conducted on 
the nature of these interactions; scholarly analysis of the dependencies 
and power relations among elite groups must become a priority for those 
concerned with the structural parameters of policy-making. And, while the 
study of elite groups remains an enormously difficult pursuit, especially 
where political sensitivities are likely to be encountered, its significance 
to consideration of societal and political change means that scholars must 
endeavour to find ways of delivering empirical evidence. If more acceptable 
methodological approaches continue to meet with resistance or fail to 
deliver meaningful data, scholars must consider alternative methods such 
as the covert penetration of formal and informal networks.

Finally, it is worth noting the consequence of a policy process that – at the 
normative and cognitive level – systematically filters issues and initiatives in 
the way suggested. In their paper ‘Problem Definition, Agenda Access, and 
Policy Choice’, Rochefort and Cobb (1993) ask whether, ‘given the tendency 
of the political system repeatedly to define its issues along certain conceptual 
lines, are there aspects of reality which for some reason are systematically 
screened out that could, if deliberately incorporated, improve regime per-
formance?’ (1993: 69). Their question, of course, presupposes a utilitarian 
view of the state’s function; any response is contingent upon how one views 
the fundamental purpose of the regime and, more importantly, in whose 
interest’s one believes it should be run.
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6
The Precession of Simulacra: Elites in 
the Post-Industrial Society
Arthur Sementelli

The study of elites and elite theory has pervaded the literature of a number 
of different disciplines including sociology, anthropology, economics and 
others. Historically, there have been any number of reasons why one might 
be identified or considered to be a member of the elites. Being identified 
as an elite typically carried with it specific rights, rules and obligations. 
As such, there were implicit or explicit associations and judgements regarding 
the fitness of their decision-making and actions (Veblen, 1934). There were 
established expectations and responsibilities regarding their roles in political 
processes (Lippmann, 2008), as well as in concepts of philanthropy, a sense of 
duty within the concept of noblesse oblige (Skiffington, 1991) and within both 
ancient and contemporary regimes (Bottomore, 1993). Such breadth and depth 
of involvement helps justify why one might argue that elites and elite theory 
need reconsideration in our contemporary discourses and processes.

The assumption that elites and elite theory need not be considered in 
contemporary social, economic and political systems remains short-sighted. 
In truth, examining elites and elite theory has never been more important 
given broad shifts towards a post-modern or at least post-industrial society. 
As post-modernity makes increasing inroads in our thoughts, beliefs and 
day-to-day experiences, we find that notions of what it means to be elite 
are in a state of flux. One category of elite in particular, the celebrity, has 
experienced deep changes. Notions of what makes a person a celebrity have 
changed markedly to reflect this trend. We have added terms such as ‘mogul’ 
to our contemporary vocabulary to better identify what Mills (1956/2000) 
formerly referred to simply as the ‘very rich’. The use of the term ‘mogul’ 
does not supersede the use of Mills’ (1956/2000) concept of the very rich. 
In contemporary society, within the vernacular, all moguls are not equal. We 
instead have media moguls, Internet moguls and powerful business icons 
who have both celebrity and wealth. Consequently, the mogul is in practice 
something ‘more’ than simply the new very wealthy. In many cases, there 
are aspects of celebrity associated with being a mogul. This illustrates but 
one example of the emergent complexity around elite theory.
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The language and experiences that shape how we communicate our 
understanding of elites has in many ways become another meme (Dawkins, 
1976), but not necessarily just anything (Miller, 2002: 36) at all, acting as 
a unit of cultural transmission. This is not to say that hollow, or empty 
memes do not exist; what I am saying instead is that in the case of elites 
and elitism, there are certain residues (Pareto, 1963) of meaning often 
understood as sentiments (Bottomore, 1993). These residues have some bit 
of substance, something that identifies them as elite, though they might 
not match one’s historical understanding of what it means to be elite. 
In some cases, one might then argue that these residues do not necessarily 
embody the elite, but could instead be better understood as a part of what 
it means to be elite, or possibly part of the trappings of said elites. As such, 
these trappings, or more generally these residues can become commodified 
and ultimately sold (Baudrillard, 1998) or at least possessed. The moderately 
wealthy (but not necessarily elite) and others in certain circumstances might 
attempt to buy these residues or trappings of elites as a way to eventually 
embody the elites themselves, or more simply to own elitism by owning the 
images, ideas and symbols of existing elites.

Consequently, there is a real possibility that the concept of ‘elite’ itself 
has become transmogrified from its historical roots, identified as a small 
dominant group in a society into an ever-increasing, yet dilute group. 
In each case, these contemporary ‘elites’ continue to hold at least some of 
the trappings or symbols of ‘the’ elite (those historically identified as such). 
Contemporary elites may not be part of a traditional/historical elite group 
since they are neither necessarily dominant nor are they necessarily part of 
a top tier of the social, economic or political strata. Instead, they might be 
the situational celebrities (e.g. ‘Joe the Plumber’) or ‘stars’ from ‘reality’ tele-
vision, or any individual or group of individuals who stumble upon their 
fifteen minutes of fame by some strange twist of circumstance. It becomes 
easier to make the case that at least in some circumstances, in contempo-
rary society there are temporary or symbolic elites. To begin understanding 
how these new forms differ, one must first consider the more conventional 
understanding of elites and elite theory.

What it means conventionally to be an ‘elite’ has been catalogued effec-
tively by Mills (1956/2000) and others. This broad base of multi-disciplinary 
research provides an excellent foundation to understand what it means to be 
a part of the ‘elites’ in contemporary society. If we use Mills (1956/2000) and 
Bottomore (1993) together we can conceptualise contemporary ‘elites’ gener-
ally and power elites in particular to include those people who have some 
sort of ‘celebrity’ along with the more traditional groups such as corporate 
officials and chief executives as well as members of the ruling class including 
political actors and members of the military. One must also realise these 
categories are by no means mutually exclusive as military professionals, 
CEOs and celebrities become political actors and vice versa.
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Consider the peculiar case of symbolic elites, who do not explicitly fit into 
the groups offered by Mills (1956/2000), Bottomore (1993) and others. Mills 
(1956/2000) provides the broadest framework for consideration by including 
celebrities. His understanding of celebrity does not describe people who are 
recognised currently as a celebrity in many realms. With alarming frequency, 
celebrities are identified as persons known for their ‘well-knownness’ (Boorstin, 
1992: 47). This creates an interesting situation where fame can be fabricated, 
but in many ways, remains associated with some notion or implied link to 
‘greatness’ (Boorstin, 1992: 47). This process of fabrication represents a departure 
from Mills (1956/2000: 72), who stated that the actions of celebrities had 
value. In contrast, Boorstin (1992) conceives of situations where celebrities’ 
image or name are more valued than their actions. Celebrity has in some 
cases become a synthetic phenomenon, greatness has been divested from 
it, and it can be mass produced, branded and sold (Boorstin, 1992: 48, 49). 
Some, in practice, have indeed become famous for simply being famous.

Given Boorstin’s (1992) argument, it becomes possible to reconsider celeb-
rity, in particular, and elite theory more generally as existing as a part of a 
broader post-modern turn (Lyotard, 1999). Our understanding of what it 
means to be elite or celebrity then becomes tied explicitly to its associated 
images. This association can be represented and expressed as a precession 
of simulacra (Baudrillard, 2000) from what is historically understood as an 
elite towards these fluid, synthetic (Boorstin, 1992), fame-based ‘elites’ that 
emerge or are crafted as part of some sort of spectacle (Debord, 1967/1995) 
or event. The emergence of such a synthetic elite or celebrity, of course, can 
have a profound impact on aspects of a post-industrial society, and inevitably 
provides us with clues as to the current state of both elites and civil society.

A faithful copy of elite theory

The first phase of the image, according to Baudrillard (2000: 6), reflects a 
profound reality. It is in practice a good appearance. He refers to images as 
representations of a sacramental order. Such a description has specific religious 
roots. Monks, for example, wore a tonsure to represent their status in the 
church. Priests within the Catholic Church can still have their status and 
position identified by their vestments and associated hats. Cardinals typically 
wear a red cap, while the pope typically wears a large diamond-shaped one, and 
parish priests remain unadorned. In each case, the symbols (tonsure, vestments 
and hat) each reflect the position faithfully. In the case of elites, symbols often 
refer to their trappings as well as their obligations and duties (Skiffington, 
1991) that identify them as members of the elite.

Much of the classical and neo-classical literature on elites and elite theory 
tends to focus on some sort of ruling class, some power elite, or at the very 
least some member of the intelligentsia (Bottomore, 1993). Historical accounts 
identify the sorts of images, trappings, duties and obligations associated with 
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elite individuals. Consider medieval Europe, where elites had crests, land, 
wealth and an obligation to protect their fiefdoms. Contemporary arguments 
about the power elite, in contrast, tend to emphasise the legitimate and 
illegitimate roles elites might undertake. These more modern discussions 
consistently inform the literature on citizenship and democracy. One of the 
best examples of this comes from the Dewey–Lippmann debates. Lippmann, 
in particular, had a consistent tone that pervaded his work, supporting 
notions of a ruling or power elite. From Lippmann’s (2008) perspective, these 
represented an informed and educated elite group that might be charged with 
the task of bringing order to the messy elements of democracy.

As the public moves from a civil society (a public) towards what Mills 
(1956/2000) argued to be a mass society, there is a nearly inevitable shift 
away from pluralism towards elitism. This idea of a mass society reflects 
‘the assumed need for experts to decide delicate and intricate issues’, the 
‘irrationality of the man in the street’ and the ‘socially conditioned nature 
of what was once assumed to be autonomous reason’ (Mills, 1956/2000: 
300–1). Mills’ position, in many ways, echoes the work of Lippmann (2008) 
who challenged the belief in virtues associated with majority rule during 
a series of debates with Dewey along with a number of other assumptions 
about the state of civil society in the early twentieth century. As one begins 
to question virtue itself, and virtue in the context of democracy or more 
generally, it can create opportunities to uncover hidden, often denatured 
imagery that stands in contradistinction with the ‘sacramental orders’ 
(Baudrillard, 2000: 6) revealed in phase one.

We need only look at contemporary discussions of citizenship and democ-
racy to uncover where we are questioning virtue in both areas. There are any 
number of scholars and practitioners bemoaning the state of citizenship, 
some remaining concerned about the continued infantilisation (Berlant, 
1993) of the public through the manipulation of imagery and discourses. 
This manipulation, particularly in US contemporary politics (Ewen, 1990) 
has become significantly more ritualised (Goffman, 1967) along with a 
greater focus on the spectacle (Debord, 1967/1995; Edelman, 1988) of dis-
sent. Despite this, some scholars still cling to the ‘sacramental order’ of 
democracy, believing in the ideals, processes and systems of both governance 
and citizenship (Box, 1998; King and Stivers, 1998).

A perversion of elite theory

The second phase of the image, according to Baudrillard (2000: 6) is 
an image that masks and denatures a profound reality. It was originally 
described as something with an evil appearance that is ‘the order of malefi-
cence’, something that corrupts or is harmful. Contemporary applications 
might include unflattering caricatures, revealed failings and a degeneration 
or loss of the trappings, obligations and duties associated with being elite. 



Elites in the Post-Industrial Society  107

In the context of the Catholic Church, the simplest examples would be the 
defrocked or disgraced clergymen who retain their position. In the case of 
elites and elite theory there are multiple examples that emerge from sociology 
and economics, helping to make the case that examples of the second phase 
exist with alarming regularity.

Perversions of elite theory are historically easy to document. Veblen’s (1934) 
The Theory of the Leisure Class and his (1964) The Instinct of Workmanship can 
provide a foundation for the examination of phase two in practice. Veblen and 
others examined the possibility of deterioration as well as progress through 
the lens of blind drift (Jennings and Waller, 1994; Abel and Sementelli, 
2003). Elites in particular had the possibility of forming a specific sort of 
leisure class, one that not only consumes, but at the same time might fail to 
undertake their historical, social and status-based duties (Veblen, 1934) asso-
ciated with the position. Veblen also claimed these behaviours could become 
detrimental to society as certain classes or cultures might over time degener-
ate into lesser forms by shifting their focus towards more ceremonial values, 
and away from technical values (Tilman, 1972). In essence, they become part 
of what Veblen more generally identified as ‘imbecile institutions’ (Veblen, 
1934; Knoedler et al., 2007), moving away from productive action towards 
symbolic, ceremonial actions.

Veblen’s (1934) work represents an early attempt to distinguish between 
what he called technical and ceremonial values. The emergence of technical 
values (e.g. economic growth and expansion) can eventually undermine 
the ceremonial (Tilman, 1973) leading to the sort of economic egalitarianism 
promised by free markets. Such a shift can cause any number of problems 
for elites within a ‘predatory’ institutional system (Tilman, 1973). If the 
dominant institutional system is successful it can, in turn, lead to the 
development of a closed society (Tilman, 1972). In practice, such a closed 
society, according to Veblen, would be expressed through the stagnation 
or degeneration of existing institutions, meaning that positive change (or 
progress) was not happening. Instead, there is some potential for institutional 
ossification (Veblen, 1934), which might ultimately lead to the wholesale 
decay or collapse of said institution over an extended period of time.

In practice, these ossified institutions often attempt to shore up their position 
through a broader adoption and application of existing or adapted ceremonial 
values and systems. This represents a ‘perversion of reality’ (Baudrillard, 2000) 
as these purported socio-economic ‘elites’ shift away from a productive, 
contributory, ‘high thinking’ (Veblen, 1934: 24) position in society (e.g. one 
focusing on noblesse oblige, charity, economic growth) towards a predatory 
one. In this predatory state, ‘elites’ exist as a distortion of the high-thinking 
‘noble’ individuals described in phase one, effectively illustrating the dena-
tured, masked images of what it means to be an elite in phase two.

This stagnation or ossification of elites and institutions can create situations 
where cosmopolites and their progeny might no longer produce anything, 
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but rather can abstain wholly from the technical processes of labour while 
maintaining rates of conspicuous consumption. They become engrossed with 
the maintenance of a leisurely lifestyle often through the application of their 
wealth (Veblen, 1934). Upon abstention, such individuals might choose to 
embrace the realms of ‘government, war, sports, and devout observances’ 
(Veblen 1934: 26). In each case, there is no increase in wealth by productive 
effort; instead, there is a further shift towards leisure, consumption, sloth and 
ceremony.

At this stage, in contemporary society we see examples of this behaviour 
in political circles where wealthy businessmen use their resources, name 
and, most importantly, their image as tools to gain political power and 
prominence with varying degrees of success. Arguably, Silvio Berlusconi 
would be one of the most successful examples of this phenomenon. Rick 
Scott was elected governor of Florida and currently enjoys an approval 
rating of roughly 32% up from a low of 29% in May of 2011. Carly Fiorina 
gained support during the primary elections, but was defeated in the general 
election.

A common thread among these examples is that economic elites shifted 
their efforts away from the technical, from what Veblen (1964) might argue is 
the productive role of elites towards more ceremonial, consumptive, processes 
often described as political (Edelman, 1988) or social (Debord, 1967/1995) 
spectacles. These shifts often are nominally related to some development 
or event. One might argue that the frequency of these ‘events’ supports the 
claim that they are instead pseudo events (Boorstin, 1992) used simply as 
tools to gain ceremonial advantage for the individual in question, yet they 
can still be identified or described as one of the power elites discussed by Mills 
(1956/2000).

An absence of elites

In contemporary society, especially in the USA we find there are any number 
of attempts to try to fabricate elites from essentially nothing. In this case, 
such a process embodies the third phase of Baudrillard’s (2000) progression 
of simulacra. There is in truth an absence, or at least a dearth, of what Mills 
(1956/2000), Bottomore (1993) and others identify as ‘elites’. Consequently 
media, politics and other cultural outlets attempt to fill these gaps with 
hollow images, fabricating elites from the ether (Boorstin, 1992). Consider 
Mills’ (1956/2000) category of the celebrity. What it means to be a celebrity 
has changed considerably from the ‘Names that need no further identifi-
cation’ (Mills, 1956/2000: 71–2), to someone who has in effect achieved 
their ‘15 minutes of fame’ (Warhol, 1968) or someone ‘known’ for being 
well known (Boorstin, 1992). In many cases, cultural institutions including 
the media create celebrities, who can in certain situations begin to act like 
elites. Their relative ‘clout’ is a function of which tier or level of recognition 
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they have and the value associated with it. These celebrity ‘elites’ can range 
from the more historically ‘legitimate’ (e.g. multi-generational celebrity or 
elite families, talented performers, etc.) to those wholly crafted for mass 
consumption (e.g. the cast of Survivor or Big Brother). Additionally, some 
gain celebrity and thereby temporary ‘elite’ status by chance, offering some 
element of socially or politically useful imagery (‘Joe the Plumber’). Most, if 
not all of these people could not be linked to the notion of celebrity or elite 
without substantial aid from the media and mass culture.

In practice, we find that many of these fabricated elites (Boorstin, 1992) 
embrace the trappings of the image, and often attempt to wield power 
associated with the elite position by either lending or ‘selling’ themselves 
to some cause, idea or goal. The contractor Joe Wurzelbacher (‘Joe the 
Plumber’) has parlayed his celebrity into a career as a motivational speaker. 
The process by which someone might transform from being an underem-
ployed construction contractor into a motivational speaker illustrates the 
power of this hollow image in practice.

The important question in this section involves the why and how such 
phenomena happen. Lacan (1996; Fink, 1995), in particular, discusses the 
lack of order, the lack of structure and the lack of ‘meaning’ in the day-to-day 
lived existence of people. As some people struggle with life and lack of 
meaning, they clutch at the scant meaning that can frame their existence 
within a mass culture. As things become increasingly relative, the notions 
of elite, of celebrity and of fame and their relation to society become far 
more malleable as the link between the sign (celebrity) and the exegesis 
(the process) becomes less clear and less formalised (Fink, 1995; Lacan, 
1996).

The notion of mass culture or mass society as examined by both Mills 
(1956/2000) and Lippmann (2008) was employed to help make sense of 
this day-to-day lack of order, this lack of structure, and seemingly incom-
mensurable sets of ideas and images by creating a space for the production 
of commodified though hollow elites. Early work by Bottomore (1993) 
considered this as well. Using the work of Karl Mannheim, Bottomore 
focused on the need to reconcile democracy and economy, or more appro-
priately what Veblen (1934) described more broadly as the ceremonial 
and technical. Bottomore concluded that such a process demanded a new 
mode of elite selection because ‘what changes most of all in the course of 
democratization is the distance between the élite and the rank-and-file’ (Karl 
Mannheim, quoted in Bottomore, 1993: 113, italics added). Additionally, 
Mannheim argues that the ‘democratic élite has a mass background’ 
(quoted in Bottomore, 1993: 88). In essence, he alludes to the possibility of 
fabricated, commodified elites (Boorstin, 1992).

It becomes easy to envision a process in contemporary society where the 
creation of elites from a mass background can become a process or possibly 
a device used as a tool for control, a mechanism to reinforce the ‘predatory’ 
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status of some (Tilman, 1973). This possibility for the creation of mechanisms 
of control is, in practice, similar to what has been argued by some critics of 
civil democracy (Herman and Chomsky, 2002; Chomsky, 2003; Lippmann, 
2008). If one accepts the argument that there exists a group of people who 
carry on executive functions, and another that make up a ‘bewildered herd’ 
(Chomsky, 2003: 16), we can extrapolate that an easy way to maintain order 
within the ‘bewildered herd’ might be to create control mechanisms from 
within the herd itself. Maintaining control over these ‘spectators’ (Lippmann, 
2008) becomes a simpler practice. You need only create an empty image, a 
hero, a celebrity, or a person of note using the media or other ceremonial 
processes. That image might be distributed, sold or promoted as a mecha-
nism for other members of the mass society to reconcile or at least cope with 
the lack of meaning in day-to-day life.

In contemporary society, this could mean that a subgroup of ‘traditional’ 
elites (though more likely elites that fit within phase two as described 
earlier), meaning the power elites can guide or create an image or series of 
images of ‘mass’ elites. Such images might be created from someone who 
emerges from mass society, and creates an urge for the bewildered herd to 
utter the phrase ‘We want you to be our leader’ (Chomsky, 2003: 16). The 
result, of course, is that we maintain and reinforce this hollow image of 
democracy. Thus satisfied, the masses then sink back into their spectator 
role (Lippmann, 2008).

At this juncture, we are left with at least two hollow images: ‘elites’ and 
‘democracy’. In both cases, they mask the absence of a profound reality; 
democracy becomes a copy with no original, claiming to represent some-
thing (democratic values and participation) that does not exist. It is in many 
ways consistent with Baudrillard’s (2000) notion of an order of sorcery 
since these ‘crafted’ elites, in practice, often act as phase one elites might. 
They might dress, act and behave very much like more traditional elites. 
Sometimes, they might even begin to offer opinions regarding the nature 
of democracy. At this stage of the precession of simulacra, mass society and 
culture continues to see and believe that there is participative democracy, 
and that elites among them represent their interests even though their 
primary role is that of spectator, and their ‘elites’ are in truth fabricated and 
commodified (Boorstin, 1992).

Simulacra

The fourth phase, which might best embody notions of elites in a post-
industrial society is linked to Baudrillard’s (2000) notion of a pure simulation. 
In practice, it describes a simulacrum with no relationship to any reality 
whatsoever. Signs merely reflect other signs unhinged from references. 
In this sense, notions of elites change one more time. They can arguably 
emerge from anywhere, and can be linked to anything. Elites become both 
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accessible and unhinged. They are multiplied and destroyed, as the only 
thing necessary to become an elite is the identifier or moniker. With a 
contemporary immersion in media, to become a celebrity, and thereby an 
elite, requires simply exposure to media. In practice, it is the embodiment 
of the notion of ‘fifteen minutes of fame’ (Warhol, 1968).

The movement from an absence of elites to elites as pure simulacra has a 
number of effects. Some of these might best be described as unintended. As 
these elites are simulacra, they are only elite as long as people believe it to 
be the case. Realising this we discover a shift away from phase three where 
‘elites’ might be created as mechanisms to maintain and develop power and 
control over a mass society. Instead, it is the spectators (Lippmann, 2008) 
in many cases who become empowered to create, determine and otherwise 
develop these simulacra.

From a critical theory perspective, the shift from an absence to simulacra 
ultimately represents a return of power to the spectator. The spectator in this 
case changes from being spectator to being a ‘consumer’ (Baudrillard, 1998) 
of these simulacra, meaning that these simulacra only have power or value 
as long as the mass culture or mass society believe it to be. If the consumer 
or spectator does not ‘buy’ or buy into the idea of the person as an elite, 
then put simply, they are not elites. If the consumer or spectator, however, 
buys into the idea of the person as elite, then they are in effect elite, albeit 
a simulacrum.

The notion of elite as simulacrum offers a great deal of power, yet it is not 
always wielded. Mass society has the power to create, to craft or to elevate 
any number of people to the status of elite regardless of their background. 
It might be a function of some odd or unique talent, a peculiar moment of 
happenstance, or even the choreographed development of a public image. 
The progression of simulacra does not in this case always begin at phase one 
and end at phase four. Instead, we find that in the case of elites, the creation of 
simulacra continues alongside the development of more traditional exam-
ples such as the very rich (Berlusconi), those perceived as rich (Trump) and 
even the American socialites and their children.

One might argue that the particular case of celebrity as described by Mills 
(1956/2000), Boorstin (1992) and others remains most susceptible to the 
creation of simulacra, as it tends to require very few ‘resources’ relative to 
the creation of other elites, such as wealthy businessmen, military leaders 
and the very rich. As celebrity and elites more generally can be crafted any 
number of ways, we find that in a post-industrial society being born into an 
elite class or category is sometimes not enough. In practice, we find cases 
where more ‘traditional’ elites (executives, the wealthy and corporate elites) 
increasingly embrace the practice of recreating themselves as simulacra.

Consider as an example Donald Trump, an American business magnate 
who has experienced multiple instances where his elite status has been 
branded and rebranded, resulting in multiple images being commonly 
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associated with him. Originally best described as a commercial real estate 
developer, Trump has transformed into a television personality and in some 
instances a political commentator. Unlike some elites in similar positions, 
Trump has used his influence, his elite status, to attempt to shape policy, to 
shape perception, and in many ways to shape mass society. The elite simu-
lacrum known as Donald Trump situationally has become more powerful 
than Donald Trump, the commercial developer. He can wield a great deal 
of power and influence, sometimes beyond what one might expect from 
those embodying more traditional, more historic roles of elites in the USA 
and globally.

Consider next the example of celebrities who are famous for ‘being 
famous’ (Boorstin, 1992). Being famous in a post-industrial society affords 
opportunities if not social spaces for the creation of elite simulacra. In cer-
tain circumstances, many or at least some of these individuals as simulacra 
have been able to parlay their celebrity into something that resembles real 
power and influence. In practice, this has been wielded to achieve specific 
ends (Gabler, 1995). Gabler (1995), in particular, offered the example of 
gossip columnist Walter Winchell, who wielded his celebrity to alter social, 
economic and political life, though many would be left wondering why and 
how this was the case given the peculiarity of his circumstances.

The movement towards creating celebrity from the state of being famous 
allows for the multiplication of elite simulacra, for rebranding, and for 
reconsideration of existing notions of elite, often with little or sometimes 
wholly without substance to justify the image of elite, or of celebrity. Currently, 
there are numerous ‘pseudo celebrities’ populating mass culture in America. 
Their fame is merely a function of taste, of choices, of age, and possibly of 
gender. Yet these pseudo celebrities, these elite simulacra, can and often do 
wield influence for good or for ill.

Post-industrial civil society

In Lippmann’s book, The Phantom Public, originally published in the 
1920s, he crafted a scathing critique of both democracy and of civil 
society in America. Nearly a century later, it appears that Lippmann was 
prescient. In contemporary governance in particular, there is little support 
for Dewey’s notion of civic virtue based on educated, omnicompetent 
individuals. As we experience a post-modern turn, as we move forward as 
a post-industrial society, many elements of Lippmann’s critique continue 
to ring true.

His proposed solutions, however, which were often linked to elite control 
over democratic processes, appears to ring hollow, as many of the ‘elites’ 
that might be tasked with the process of governing fall into Baudrillard’s 
(2000) second, third and fourth phases of the image. In practice, these 
contemporary ‘elites’ are not faithful copies of the competent intellectual 
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(Bottomore, 1993), the war hero or the competent executive identified by 
Mills (1956/2000), Lippmann and others who ‘ought’ to be guiding the mass 
society of spectators towards some positive end.

Instead, we find our contemporary elites are often anti-intellectual, as 
described and understood by Hofstadter (1966) and developed by Jacoby 
(2009). In the USA in particular, political actors often take pride in making 
rash, snap decisions without proper reflection, consideration or deliberation. 
This rise in anti-intellectualism, combined with the broader associated 
trend towards the removal of intellectuals, competent managers and pro-
fessional administrators from political and managerial decision processes, 
creates further opportunities for the unfettered manipulation of images and 
ideas, even if they make little sense.

The traditional power elites (or ruling elites) typically born into social 
circles in Europe, with obligations to professionalism associated with their 
station, do not exist in the USA. Instead, American ‘power’ elites, the pool 
of available political decision-makers in the best cases are a cross-section 
of mediocre actors (Ronald Reagan, Arnold Schwarzenegger), professional 
wrestlers (Jesse Ventura) and comedians (Al Franken). In the worst case, they 
have been associated with fraud (Rick Scott), with prostitution scandals (Eliot 
Spitzer), the potential abuse of position to create hostile work environments 
(Mark Foley), as well as solicitation (Senator Larry Craig, Ted Haggard) and drug 
abuse (Ted Haggard).

Consequently, Lippmann’s (2008) idealised solution – placing decision-
making in the hands of what is understood to be the US power elite (Mills, 
1956/2000) – would be disastrous in practice given the combination of 
social factors, environmental factors and the movement towards anti-
intellectualism. The ‘benefit’ of having agents acting on behalf of the 
bystanders or spectators, requires these insiders or agents to have requisite 
sets of skills, knowledge and training to undertake the process of governing. 
In practice, we find that similar to Lippmann’s (2008) conception of the 
public, these actors, these agents, these insiders are also incapable of deciding 
rational courses of action either as part of day-to-day experiences or as a 
reaction to crises.

What is left, for good or ill, is a mass society of spectators that is highly 
populist. It is populist in the sense that only the broadest, most persuasive 
groups of individuals, only the most powerful prevailing communities of 
interest (Abel and Sementelli, 2007) can influence civic action. In this soci-
ety of spectators, inertia itself remains the most powerful force balancing 
the interests of the powerful against the needs of society. The choice to act 
no longer reflects any need to be rational or real. In practice, it needs only 
to be persuasive, imaginable or believable. As such, invitations to action can 
be conveyed by some sort of elite (simulacrum or otherwise), and success 
becomes measured as a function of the products or policies associated with 
that person or group of persons (Zimmerman and Ayoob, 2004). Success 
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also reflects the acceptance of the commodified image (Baudrillard, 1998), 
and of the spectacle associated with actions (Debord, 1967/1995).

In the case of civil society, the phenomenon of elites and Baudrillard’s (2000) 
progression of simulacra in many ways has opened a space for a highly egali-
tarian approach to governance. Contemporary elites in many cases are only 
power elites as long as their ‘brand’ continues to sell to the mass culture or 
mass society. It might take only a single media faux pas, a single indiscretion, 
or some other misstep to wholly destroy the influence of someone identified as 
elite. Ironically, in certain cases infamy, or the same faux pas, indiscretions and 
missteps might be used to create or elevate someone to elite status as well.

As I close this chapter, it remains important to realise that elites in a 
post-industrial society include the odd, unbalanced, partially fabricated, 
partially inherited, and always fluctuating group of simulacra and people. 
Examining Baudrillard’s (2000) precession of simulacra reveals the existence 
of examples in each phase. Their relative influence over social and political 
processes remains in flux. In an odd twist, it is the society of spectators and 
the culture of inertia that ultimately balance the ambitions of the powerful in 
practice. This stands in sharp relief when held against the classical notion 
that ambition must be pitted against ambition.

In some cases, power elites remain elite only as long as a large enough 
group in a mass society is willing to ‘buy’ or support their brand. As tastes 
shift, the population of elites can as well. In practice, this can lead to a 
proliferation of multiple ‘imbecile institutions’ populated with former 
elites and their associated trappings and left to fade into obscurity unless 
they can reimagine themselves into something that might be understood 
to be elite once more. The success of this reimagining, however, remains 
in the hands of the spectators, of the mass society, who ultimately what 
might best be described as customers driving the creation and maintenance 
of what it means to be elite in a post-industrial society.
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7
Social Value Creation by Elites
Philip Sugarman

Introduction

It is human nature to be ambivalent about successful and privileged people. 
We often take a negative view of some elite groups, whilst also sharing 
positive narratives about particular individuals, who are nevertheless usually 
also members of elites. These contradictory tendencies can be discerned in 
the evolution of academic thought.

The socio-political study of elites in society has developed from a critique of 
power, and has contributed to popular beliefs about ‘the establishment’, ‘the 
ruling class’ and ‘the military–industrial complex’. Elite theory has evolved 
as political culture has changed, but academic work on the contribution of 
elites specifically within organisations remains sparse. However, students of 
commercial and social enterprise do often study the examples of individual 
leaders in successful ventures.

It is important to recognise that organisations are often led by people 
from diverse elites, whose creative interaction develops new social struc-
tures, ideas and identities. The author, who is not a sociologist, offers a case 
example of the interaction of elites, and believes that a transparent discourse 
about how empowered groups bring value should be a feature of a mature 
and open society.

A view of elite theory

What do we mean when we talk about elites? Most often, in connection 
with political and social influence, wealth and worldly comforts, and access 
to education and health care, we imply a small group of people with dis-
proportionate power, privilege and protection in our society. Such perceived 
groups are commonly criticised and stereotyped. However, in other contexts, 
such as elite individuals in sport, art, philanthropy and entrepreneurship, a 
more positive response is often evoked, with appreciation and celebration 
of excellence and personal achievement. A moot point seems to be whether 
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individuals’ success is attributed to their own contribution and merit, or to 
their social background and connections, or to selfish motives or practices. 
However, this will always be a complex judgement, one that is rarely exercised 
without personal bias. So it seems true that it is human nature to sometimes 
take a decidedly negative view of the successful and privileged, and at others 
times to take an equally positive view.

The deep ambivalence we all have about those luckier than ourselves is seen 
at its most stark and distasteful in the fate of the famous at the hands of pun-
dits, and occasionally, of mobs. These natural tendencies are very prominent 
in contemporary media, which is rightly criticised for building up and tearing 
down celebrities, from powerful political leaders to hapless talent contest win-
ners. Sometimes the psychological pressure of elite or celebrity status seems to 
be causal of the self-destructive behaviour so common amongst those in the 
public eye, exemplified particularly by artists and entertainers.

These profound tensions can also be discerned in the more cerebral perspec-
tives in the modern world. Amongst these are sociology and politics, both often 
styled as ‘critical’ disciplines, which name Karl Marx amongst their founders. 
Marx led of course the most radical critique of the wealthy and dominant social 
class (Marx and Engels, 1848). Ideas on elites were subsequently elaborated by 
the so-called classical elite theorists (e.g. Michels, 1915; Pareto, 1915; Mosca, 
1923) who broadly agreed that income and power in a population were not 
distributed randomly, nor even largely according to talent or merit. They 
delineated in more detail a narrow political class, perpetuated by advantages 
such as inherited wealth and family connections, functioning as an oligarchy 
controlling money, knowledge and preferment. To some extent, unlike the 
revolutionary Marx, they regarded this arrangement as inevitable.

Following the rise of the Nazi state in Europe and its fall after a cataclysmic 
war, newly critical theorists such as Mills (1956) discerned a broad political, 
economic and military power elite, later dubbed the ‘military–industrial 
complex’. Various mechanisms were seen to funnel control to a self-serving 
group, corrupting modern democracy at both local and national levels. Such 
ideas have evolved as elites have changed, to describe ever wider decision-
making groups across management, administration and political circles, 
who carry influence through specialist knowledge. These include industrial 
executives, scientists, economists, political advisers and lobbyists (see e.g. 
Putnam, 1976). Modern thinkers continue to be concerned with elites, and 
the risk they pose to society (e.g. Femia, 2001).

To the lay reader such socio-political thinking about the role of elites in 
society seems fundamentally value-laden, with its currency greatest amongst 
certain intellectual groups, whose vision of the world and technical language 
is unrepresentative of wider society. These ‘elite theorists’ are themselves 
mostly members of an elite academic group, an irony that is no doubt not lost 
on them. It would seem likely that any stream of thought that was once part 
of an anti-establishment ‘movement’, pressing for change, may later become 
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incorporated into ‘the establishment’, as the two sides to political discourse 
were dubbed by the poet Emerson (Milder, 1999). Perhaps in Marxist terms 
there is a historical dialectic between the ruling elite and its critics.

A recent review in the area by John Higley of the University of Texas at 
Austin shows both how far thinking on elite theory has come, but also how 
it still struggles, with palpable discomfort, to fully reconcile its critical origins 
with an acceptance of the positive contribution of elites:

Elite theory teaches, in other words, that a mature and experienced 
advocate of democracy must always settle for a political order that is 
considerably less than ideal.

Elite theory rejects the fashionable but fatuous notion that the most desir-
able political system is one in which the divergent interests of a population 
are clearly represented and forcefully articulated at the elite level.

[N]ot a few persons holding elite positions in post-industrial conditions 
see themselves as one of a kind with non-elites, among whom they fre-
quently have intimate personal associates … [which may] … help ensure 
that elite persons are better able to determine measures that at least par-
tially assuage non-elite discontents and aspirations. (Higley, 2008)

Partial assuagement of discontent is hardly a ringing endorsement of 
democratic political progress, and leaves this reader feeling the field is reach-
ing across the void – from being a movement to accepting the establishment 
view. Do these grudging statements of the obvious and inevitable suggest we 
are at end of the road for critical elite theory? Perhaps there is a way forward. 
Farazmand (2002) reviews the gap between political and organisational 
theories. Whilst recent elite theory focuses on inter-organisational activity, 
it does not examine the role of elites within organisations.

It is also true that organisational theories, more oriented towards the ration-
alities of effectiveness, typically don’t examine the role of elites either. Elites as 
groups are rarely highlighted for MBA students in their studies, but individual 
business leaders are a central topic of both lecturers’ anecdotes and textbook 
case studies. Business leaders’ insights are also the stuff of popular management 
books. Some of the most influential and serious management volumes of all 
time do focus on the importance of people in successful companies. However, 
the lessons to be learned are about the individual features and company fea-
tures which bring success by merit, rather than by the exercise of influence and 
activity as members of a wider group (e.g. Peters and Waterman, 1982).

Students of management who come to work in organisations of any kind 
will nevertheless find that elite individuals and groups within the organisa-
tion are a topic of ‘water cooler’ conversation. They will also discover that 
whilst positive official discourse about diverse, disempowered groups (such 
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as the disabled, ethnic minorities and women) has become commonplace in 
most organisations, a similar open dialogue about more empowered groups 
remains somehow frowned upon. In short, in a mature and largely open 
society, people in organisations often still whisper about those in power.

The positive role of elites in value-creating organisations

The interaction between elites can take many forms, and has been the subject 
of theoretical analysis, but studies of elites within organisations are rare 
(Farazmand, 2002). We appear to have limited information about how those 
in positions of power and privilege work together positively to develop 
institutions. Clearly in any field of human endeavour such bodies can be 
the substance of new social structures and affiliations, professional identities 
and value-creating ideas. Possibly great value in economic and human terms 
can be traced to leadership and innovation, which occurs in the shrouded 
confines of influential organisations across government, commercial and 
not-for-profit sectors in every country.

There is literature examining the different kinds of individual leadership 
contribution that occur at the foundation of, for example, international 
institutional arrangements (Young, 1991). However, political science is in its 
relative infancy in taking a developmental approach, being philosophically 
disinclined to chart the complex interplay of structure and agency, ignoring 
how individual leaders and elite groups create organisational success (Leftwich, 
2010).

Speculation cannot be a sufficient basis for a measured understanding of 
the positive role of elites in organisations. How can we grasp the processes 
by which organisations are very often established and led, the crucial inter-
actions of varied elites and individuals, and how the bodies may continue 
to function as the venue for their creative interplay? It may be worthwhile 
to begin with an anecdotal, narrative approach. I therefore set out below 
some observations on a large, long-standing charitable hospital in the UK, 
intimately connected with different elite social groups over a long period 
of time. It is intended to demonstrate the value created by the interaction 
of such social and professional elites, and the values they bring, in the 
creation and development of a social enterprise with benefit to the wider 
community. The form of the case study is to deliberately convey both some 
elements of very local context, and draw lessons which may be more ‘time-
less’, and applicable in other settings across our evolving global society.

Enlightened institutions

Society in England two hundred years ago had been moving for some time 
towards a widening concern for the rights and sufferings of human beings. 
In a time of increasing circulation of letters, books and ideas, there were 
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numerous examples of the identifiable elite groups of the time taking up 
causes which can be seen as part of a social enlightenment, and a precursor 
to modern humanitarianism. Whilst the philosophy of the Enlightenment 
may have been generated by philosophers and radicals in the newly fashion-
able coffee houses of capital cities, the social roll out of this trend depended 
on members of the landed families, i.e. the aristocracy and gentry, profes-
sions such as lawyers, doctors and the clergy, newly emerging industrialists 
and leaders in trade, and the educated class in general (see e.g. Outram, 
1995; Fitzpatrick et al., 2004).

Elite groups have continued this work over a long period, identifiable in 
present-day philanthropy. Long-standing religious traditions of charity and 
good work were developed in the industrial age into a modern activity of 
founding sustainable institutions, and creating permanent social change to 
improve the lives of the people. Most celebrated now are the movements 
against the slave trade, for prison reform, for the rights of women, and for 
widening of the democratic political franchise. Of course all of these have yet 
more to achieve across the world.

Whilst it is easy to identify psychological and social reasons for any 
individual to pursue good causes, high-minded people can champion such 
causes with remarkable selfless vigour. It is hard to deny, for example, that 
the eventual success in the abolition of the slave trade must be partly ascribed 
to the individual persistence of a number of campaigners such as William 
Wilberforce, the moral force of their arguments, and the consciences of those 
they influenced. In short there is a role in human history for altruistic ideas, 
which can exist over and above the interests of privileged groups.

At a local level the Enlightenment fuelled the growth of important charita-
ble and social institutions, such as the general hospitals which developed in 
English towns and cities. It took longer, however, for the oppressive stigma of 
madness inherited from the Middle Ages to be sufficiently dispelled, and for 
a more enlightened approach to appear towards mental illness. Institutional 
provision for care of the mentally ill was therefore very limited before the 
end of the seventeenth century, after which the widespread development of 
private madhouses brought a series of scandals over abusive and exploitative 
practices. In consequence, from the end of the eighteenth century a stream 
of legislation in England and Wales was enacted to regulate proper care and 
treatment ( Jones, 1955).

In England in 1806 the Home Secretary in the government in London, in 
charge of internal affairs for the country, was the second Earl Spencer, head 
of the influential dynasty based at Althorp House in Northamptonshire (see 
Spencer, 1998; interestingly his famous descendant, the late Princess Diana, 
visited St Andrew’s Hospital in Northampton in 1983 to open a new women’s 
unit, Spencer House). Earl Spencer set up an inquiry into the situation of ‘the 
criminal and pauper lunatics of England’. He championed a new law which 
became the County Asylums Act 1808. This seminal social intervention 
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allowed and encouraged public funds to be used for building the institutions 
then known as lunatic asylums. At that time the concept of ‘asylum’ was 
one with positive connotations of safety, protection and care, developed 
from religious establishments and infirmaries which traditionally offered 
protection and care for vulnerable people. However, the cost of such building 
projects was considerable, and the English counties were reluctant to find the 
finances from local rates (taxation). Eventually Parliament in 1845 passed 
another Act to make the provision of county mental hospitals compulsory, 
and also to mandate key standards such as a resident Medical Practitioner.

St Andrew’s Hospital, Northampton

Northamptonshire is a county strategically placed in the heart of England, 
close enough to London for influence, but with a continuing rural culture 
of landed estates, less affected by the industrial revolution and urbanisation 
than other counties. The good and the great of Northamptonshire had for 
years supported the General Infirmary at Northampton. In 1789 the develop-
ment of a ‘lunatic wing’ was first mooted, and donations to the fledgling fund 
began in 1804 (Foss and Trick, 1989). By 1814 a group of Trustees including the 
future 3rd Earl Spencer were administering a public appeal, but it made limited 
progress towards the large sums needed. However, in 1828, at a meeting at the 
George Inn in Northampton, Sir William Wake Bt. of Courteenhall announced 
that subscribers to the Northamptonshire Yeomanry, following the end of the 
Napoleonic wars, had agreed to contribute their surplus monies to the fund. At 
£6,000 this met half the cost of the project, and galvanised further fundraising 
with the fulsome support of the prestigious families of the county. Sir William’s 
family name can be traced back to tenth-century Normandy knights, with a 
long-standing link also claimed to the outlaw Hereward the Wake (Gordon, 
1992). The Wakes were one of several local families involved by this time, 
whose active contribution continues to this day, including the Robinsons of 
Cranford (the Robinson Baronetcy of London), the Comptons (Marquesses of 
Northampton, based at Castle Ashby), the Smyths of Little Houghton, and the 
Fitzroys (Dukes of Grafton).

Building commenced in 1836 on land once owned by the Cluniac Priory 
of St Andrew. The Priory of St Andrew had been founded after the Norman 
Conquest under the patronage of the 1st Earl of Northampton Simon de 
St. Liz, linked with Northampton Castle, local hospitals and an early university 
(Serjeantson and Adkins, 1906), foreshadowing St Andrew’s future links with 
the National Health Service (NHS) and with the University of Northampton.

It was a matter of great local pride that the hospital was to be erected not 
through the rates (local taxes), but by charitable public subscription. The lay-
ing of the foundation stone in 1836 was preceded by a service in All Saints 
Church, and a parade from the George Inn to the site on the south-east of 
Northampton. This procession, accompanied by large crowds, included not 
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only the mayor and sheriffs, bands and banners, but also various Lodges 
carrying a rich variety of Masonic symbols and objects. Earl Spencer duly 
declared in the Name of the Great Architect of the Universe that the stone 
was properly laid. Of course the Masons more than any other organisation 
bring together par excellence the common high ideals and aspirations of 
varied groups, and attract the adverse attention of those concerned over con-
trolling elites. The activities of Masonic Lodges internationally very much 
embody the ideals of the Enlightenment, as well as a rather British approach 
to governance, in which elites work together for positive social ends ( Jacob, 
2006). In this way aspirant members of the local community were drawn into 
an important social project. In addition, those who had given more than £20 
to the fund became founding Governors of the Hospital. Donations to the 
hospital from this group continued for many years, supporting the care of 
‘pauper’, i.e. non-fee-paying, residents. The landed gentry and successful 
local figures have had continuing prominence as Governors of the Hospital, 
presided over by the Sovereign’s official representative in the county, in the 
honorary role of President of the Hospital.

The building was designed by George Wallet, previously of the famous 
Bethlem hospital in London. The hospital opened in 1838, dedicated to offer-
ing humane care to the mentally ill, and was probably the first institution 
explicitly founded on the principle of ‘Moral Treatment’ (Yorston and Haw, 
2004), led by Medical Superintendent Dr Thomas Prichard. Moral Treatment 
was the leading idea of the time in mental health care, a way of describing 
a general calming regime, a psychological approach, with minimal use of 
physical and chemical forms of restraint and sedation. This had its origin in 
the Enlightenment movement to ‘liberate the mentally ill from their chains’, 
which had begun in Paris under Pinel in the eighteenth century, and been 
developed at the Retreat in York.

Reminiscent of a large country house, St Andrew’s has always had a promi-
nent reputation in mental health care (see Foss and Trick, 1989; Hall, 2009). 
Its design from the start embodied a principle which could be characterised 
as the ‘therapeutic value of the picaresque’, expressing still relevant beliefs 
that space, light and scenic views can benefit mental health. The original 
architecture is appreciated by patients even today, who enjoy fine panelling 
and ceilings, wide corridors, well-lit lounges and pleasant views, as well as 
Sir Gilbert Scott’s 1863 chapel set in the 120-acre grounds – Scott is better 
known for the grand hotel front at St Pancras Station in London, as well as 
the Albert Memorial.

Whilst having much in common with a handful other charitable hospitals, 
St Andrew’s has uniquely endured an array of legal and social changes over 
170 years. Its success can be attributed to the combination of the involve-
ment of elites – certainly the prominent echelons of the local community, but 
also successful figures in the developing profession of psychiatry. Following 
the original building and regime instigated by Wallett and Prichard, notable 
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superintendents included the remarkable Dr Joseph Bayley, who for forty-seven 
years to 1912 stewarded the hospital to a national pre-eminent position. At his 
death the local newspaper commented that he transformed St Andrew’s ‘into 
a lordly mansion set in the midst of one of the prettiest parts of the midlands. 
Its extensive grounds have been likened to those of Warwick Castle’ (Foss and 
Trick, 1989: 205).

The hospital originally provided a programme of treatment both to fee-
paying private patients, and to the wider population of mental illness sufferers 
unable to pay for their care. Amongst the latter was St Andrew’s best-known 
resident, John Clare, England’s greatest rural poet, who was Northamptonshire-
born. His fame helped attract a later elite clientele including musicians and 
artists, and aristocratic patients (Sugarman, 2009).

The importance of the environment for recovery continued to be matched 
by therapeutic developments. In the twentieth century the formidable 
superintendent Dr Daniel Rambaut, a former Irish Rugby International, 
robustly pursued modern treatments, and became President of the Royal 
Medico-Psychological Association (RMPA). His successor, Dr Thomas Tennent, 
previously deputy superintendent at the Maudsley Hospital, successfully led 
post-war negotiations on behalf of charitable mental hospitals to stay 
out of the new state-run National Health Service (NHS), and also became 
President of the RMPA, shortly before it transformed into the Royal College 
of Psychiatrists. Under their guidance St Andrew’s Hospital became a 
major centre for the training of mental health professionals, especially in 
Occupational Therapy.

In the hundred years until the introduction of the NHS in 1948, the 
charitable mental hospitals had offered a standard of care and treatment 
significantly superior to the public asylums, and from the twentieth century 
a number of them were clearly concerned to provide the best facilities and 
treatments available (Hall, 2009). A leading historian of the mental hospital 
era commented in the British Medical Journal:

The reputation of St Andrew’s rests just as much on its therapeutic excel-
lence as it does on its coincidental facilities. Since its inception, inspired 
by a succession of brilliant and innovative medical superintendents, the 
hospital has spearheaded some of the most important developments in 
psychiatry in England and it would, in fact, be fair to claim that the his-
tory of St Andrew’s is, broadly speaking, the history of British psychiatry. 
(Rollin, 1990)

St Andrew’s was one of only four Registered Psychiatric Hospitals exempted 
from joining the NHS, maintaining its charitable status, and now only 
St Andrew’s and the smaller Retreat in York remain in the charity sector. Both 
avoided the stigma of becoming run down which attached to the hospitals 
taken over, run down and eventually closed by the NHS.
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Since 1948 an increasing number of patients have been funded by the NHS, 
and St Andrew’s in Northampton is by far the UK’s largest mental health facility. 
Services in other sites in England bring the Charity’s total provision for patients 
to over 1000 places, with ‘St Andrew’s Healthcare’ now the largest charitable 
provider of any kind to the NHS, and the UK’s largest mental health charity.

Over the last thirty years the Charity has become the country’s leading 
specialist provider of secure care, managing individuals with challenging 
behaviour for whom the NHS does not have provision or capacity. Innovative 
specialist services for men, women, adolescents and older people span the 
range of mental illness: learning disability, autism, brain injury and dementia. 
Many new buildings have enabled the Charity to expand and provide several 
national specialist services. A new adolescent facility was opened by the 
Prince of Wales in 2000 and a major new building for men, William Wake 
House, opened in 2010.

The Charity has entered the twenty-first century as a thriving social 
enterprise developing new forms of care, at the cutting edge of a £1bn inde-
pendent sector providing outsourced care for the NHS. The origins of some 
of St Andrew’s main competitors can be traced to key individuals – including 
some elite professionals – leaving the Charity to work with commercial 
backers to roll out service ideas for wider benefit. This has left the Charity 
with a competitive challenge to which it has been able to respond.

St Andrew’s has found its answer by developing into a more entrepreneurial 
trading entity, incorporating in a timely way modern business values and 
knowledge into its governing structure. Working closely with the Charities 
Commission, St Andrew’s re-enforced this new culture by becoming in 
2004 the first UK charity with a ‘Unitary Board’ – a commercial-style Board 
upholding the charity principle of voluntarism. The Court of Governors 
elects Trustees as unpaid non-executives, to work closely with a professional 
Executive team who also have Trustee status.

The prestige of the Charity’s history and Governors has helped attract 
Governors with substantial commercial board experience, including ‘FTSE 100’ 
and similar size privately owned companies, as well as smaller enterprises. As 
a result the Executive team has gained strength from the injection of business 
experience as well as health-care knowledge. This has given the Charity the 
confidence to invest £200m successfully in new facilities over a decade, and 
give more people the opportunity to enjoy enhanced lives.

It is important to understand the key interaction between social elites – 
landed, business and professional. This of course happens in formal exchanges 
across the Board table, but more importantly in trusting relationships built up 
over time. Ceremonial events such as the opening of buildings, formal and 
informal meals, and mentoring relationships are an integral part of the net-
work within which knowledge is shared and innovation emerges.

The attraction of emerging elites into already prestigious institutions, 
which are open to change, with the resulting interactions, exemplifies exactly 
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how the influence of elites brings enduring value and success to similar social 
institutions. It has enabled a strong position for this Charity, able to innovate 
and compete and to further fulfil its charitable mission to benefit the public 
(Sugarman, 2010a). Charities in this mould may have a major role in efficient 
public provision, in the aftermath of the credit crunch and the era of public 
debt (Sugarman, 2010b). It represents a modern incarnation of charitable 
philanthropy and social enterprise, with the record to put itself forward as a 
model for the future.

Conclusion

The values of the Enlightenment have been enacted in social reforming 
institutions for many years, led by members of various elites. The example 
of St Andrew’s shows how the input of elites can create a continuing record 
of innovation, combining the best values of charity, professional and busi-
ness practice into enlightened provision, in the particular field of mental 
health. Whilst such organisational and social structures are hardly unique, 
they still need to be transparently described, understood and accepted as the 
medium for value-creation by elites.

The process by which elites build a shared narrative and common purpose 
in institutions is a key facet of social leadership, under-investigated by the 
relevant academic communities. It is a normal human process which can 
be seen to occur in institutions small and large, from local to global, and is 
deserving of our attention. A positive and inclusive appreciation of the con-
tribution of elites is not only a key to value creation in business and social 
networking, but also an emerging feature of contemporary culture which 
political theorists would do well to recognise. It is hoped that such an under-
standing of the mechanisms of elites in social enterprise can leverage the 
potential of elites to contribute to wider society.

Note

Enquiries about the history of St Andrew’s should be addressed to: The Archives 
Manager, St Andrew’s Healthcare, St Andrew’s Hospital, Billing Road, Northampton, 
UK, NN1 5DG.
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8
Elitism, Class and the Democratic 
Deficit: Founding Themes of the 
American Republic
Kalu N. Kalu

The founding fathers of the American republic had an Aristotelian moment, 
a subtle experience drawn generally from their aristocratic backgrounds and 
from the simple fact that their view of government was shaped by the need 
to have a system that safeguarded the individualistic values of the Protestant 
work ethic on the one hand, but on the other, also recognised the class-based 
nature of social and economic organisation. To the extent that wealth and 
education represent a socially elevating criterion, they were also seen as 
necessary for accomplishing all matters of state interest. In fundamental 
ways, this also could have shaped their preference for ‘representative democ-
racy’ over ‘direct democracy’ or what they called ‘rule of the rabble’. The 
justification for these sentiments has persisted in the annals of American 
government in such a way that despite its acclaimed democratic credentials, 
the nation’s elites always rule both in matters of legislative policy making 
or in the workings of the free-market system. Even when we consider the 
formation and control of political parties (an essential tool for political 
participation and interest articulation in liberal democracies), we also find 
that Robert Michels’ hypothesis concerning the ‘iron law of oligarchy’ still 
resonates in terms of who leads American political parties and who decides 
what issues or policies are important or not, and in whose interest they 
serve. In the end, this work argues that the kind of democratic pluralism 
so much revered in liberal democracies serves essentially as a ‘legitimating’ 
force for narrow elite rule devoid of popular consent.

Philosophical idealism and heritage

In his much acclaimed book, The Rise of American Democracy: Jefferson to 
Lincoln, Sean Wilentz (2005) discusses the era after the American revolution, 
when the ideal of democracy remained contentious, and the Jeffersonians 
and Federalists clashed over the role of ordinary citizens in government. 
With a healthy dose of scepticism, he opined that as the revolutionary 
War of Independence cooled, the new American republic might easily have 
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hardened into rule by an aristocracy; but instead, the electoral franchise 
expanded and the ‘democratic’ creed transformed every aspect of American 
society:

The conflict between the Federalists and the Jeffersonian Democrats was 
a conflict between the followers of Hobbes (strong government) and the 
followers of Locke (weak government), between those whose greatest fear 
was anarchy and those who feared tyranny as man’s most terrible political 
fate. Hence the issue over the extent of powers which government ought 
to exercise involved a judgment regarding the nature of man and how 
man would behave in the absence of strong governmental restraints. 
(Grimes, 1983: 129) 

Nonetheless, it is safe to point out that the democratic ethos did not 
pervade American society in one big ‘swoop’, but it was a process that 
unfolded incrementally, casting its cultural vignette over a large expanse 
of land and society for more than a century after the civil war. As Wilentz 
(2005) carefully points out, the build up to the civil war was a battle over 
democracy between the South’s ‘master race’ localism and the egalitarian 
nationalism of Lincoln’s Republicans, which in itself meant that region, 
culture and identity were uppermost in the minds of most Americans more 
than any other moral imperative drawn from the democratic ideal. It took 
the passage of a few constitutional amendments to initiate the process of 
change in the direction that we witness today as a democracy. First was the 
passage of the 13th Amendment of 1865 (the emancipation proclamation) 
that ended slavery, second was the passage of the 14th Amendment of 
1868 (equal treatment under the law), and the 15th Amendment of 1870 
(the right to vote irrespective of race). It took until the passage of the 19th 
Amendment in 1920 to constitutionally guarantee women suffrage or the 
right to vote. These series of milestones – including the Plessy v.. Ferguson 
case of 1896 (separate but equal doctrine), the Brown v. Board of Education 
of 1954, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965 – all 
helped to shape America’s receptivity and political conflicts over the mean-
ing and role of democracy in the republic.

But the question arises as to who made these policies or decision possible, 
and what were the underlying convictions that drove them. To the extent 
that the founding theme of the American republic was not anchored on direct 
democracy, the basis for making public policy choices could not therefore be 
said to represent the overwhelming interest of the public at large. If the idea 
of representative democracy is that the people elected to public offices would 
make policies on behalf of the citizens and their constituencies, it then sug-
gests that the framework of government in the American state would, for all 
practical purposes, continue to reinforce the class-based nature of political 
representation and the elevation of a few (those elected to representative 
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offices) to elite status. From this vantage point, ‘elite ideologies serve in the 
macro level processes of class-based legitimation – a practice that creates a 
belief on the part of a large majority of the populace that institutionalized 
inequality in the distribution of primary resources – such as power, wealth, 
and prestige – is essentially right and reasonable’ (Della Fave, 1980: 955).

E. O. Wright (1996) argues that class analysis continues to make sense of 
inequalities such as those that divide industrial societies, and in fundamental 
ways, sees class as a significant and sometimes powerful determinant of 
many aspects of social life. Because ‘class boundaries, especially the property 
boundary, continue to constitute real barriers in people’s lives; inequalities 
in the distribution of capital assets continue to have real consequences for 
material interest; capitalist firms continue to face the problem of extracting 
labor effort from non-owning employees; and class location continues to 
have real, if variable, impacts on individual subjectivities’ (Wright, 1996: 
711). But in the absence of such overt and identifiable manifestations of class 
and socio-economic distinctions, ‘there are many indicators that people in 
the upper classes are active agents in the process of reproducing class-based 
lifestyles that have a positive effect for elites and a negative effect for those 
in other classes’ (Kendall, 2005: 14). Because many of these manifestations 
and ‘boundary maintenance activities’ are rather subtle and esoteric, they 
escape much public scrutiny and hence become taken for granted – even 
as they continue to have a powerful impact on the evolving socio-political 
and economic policies.

The spoils system (or patronage politics) which characterised much of the 
later Jacksonian era of American public service (1828–83) came to an end fol-
lowing the passage of the Pendleton Act in 1883 and the consequent attempt 
to improve the management, efficiency and responsiveness of government 
at the federal as well as the state levels. This Herculean revolution coincided 
with an increasing call for the rationalisation of government and support for 
the economic interests of the professional class and occupational guilds. As 
a result of this, Mitchell Langbert (2008) argues that the earliest American 
reform took the form of an alliance between narrow professional interests and 
the evolving character of governmental and administrative rationalisation:

Hence the impulse toward a rudimentary form of social democracy 
came in part from the fixation on professional problems, as opposed 
to equalitarian impulses. As the pattern of government programs that 
combined rationalization with social welfare began to take root with the 
passage of the Pendleton Act, the professions (generally upper socioeco-
nomic status) began to gain in power, prestige, and access to resources. 
As American elites, both in business and the professions, found that 
they had much at stake in state largess, the ensuing political debate 
became increasingly a debate among elite economic interests (business 
and professions). (Langbert, 2008: 3)
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This is a process that continues to shape American domestic and foreign 
policy interests to this day.

State and religion: isolating the moral constraint

While the American founding fathers had a healthy appreciation and 
understanding of the key precepts of Puritan Calvinism and its corollary 
in Judaeo-Christendom, one would therefore assume that such religious 
ethos and doctrinaire attitude would find itself as the focal point as well 
as the normative underpinning of life in the new republic and also in the 
consequent constitutional framework. But this was not the case in terms of 
the American state, since the founding fathers opted for state autonomy as 
reflected in the passage of the First Amendment to the US Constitution in 
1791. (The rest of the Bill of Rights comprising the first ten amendments 
to the US Constitution was also passed in 1791.) There were two watershed 
events that could possibly have informed the thinking of the founding 
fathers regarding state autonomy and the separation of church and state 
in political governance (not necessarily in individual moral beliefs) assum-
ing that we can absolutely separate individual actions from their personal 
sentiments and judgements. 

The Treaty of Westphalia (1648) brought an end to the Thirty Years War 
which had drowned Europe in bloody battles over religion. The treaty also 
affirmed the principles of state sovereignty and equality and enshrined the 
benefit of ‘advantage of the other’ (the common good) in the statecraft of 
sovereign nations. It affirmed the principle that state authority is different and 
also supreme to any other including that of the church, especially in matters 
concerning the affairs of society and governance, including of course, war and 
peace. For the founding fathers of the American republic, this treaty served 
as a secular justification for the ‘separation of church and state’ – an essential 
ingredient, taken in light of the European experience in peaceful coexistence. 
But they also remained cognizant of the fact that in Calvinist thought:

the church performed a crucial and all important function – its preoc-
cupation with things of the spirit – the hoped for grace of redemption, as 
well as the validity of individual claims to salvation – hence the church 
could not risk the possible corruption that might come with partnership 
or alliance with the secular state. Because Calvinism presupposed two 
societies (one secular, the other ecclesiastical), there could be no union 
of church and state in a single monarch. And even though these societies 
might, in fact, inhabit the same territory; they were under separate gov-
ernment jurisdictions. (Grimes, 1983: 9–10)

The founding fathers knew that the art of politics and political gamesman-
ship cannot, in the absolute sense of the term, exclude the kind of amoral 
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sentiments that we often associate with individual behaviour under specific 
circumstances. They aimed, therefore, to build a new republic in which 
the measure of a man’s wealth would be determined, more or less, by who 
he is and what he has done on earth. And consistent with the precepts of 
the Protestant work ethic, a man’s worth can be measured, therefore, by his 
earthly activities and rewards. Their consequent embrace of individualism 
and the Lockean ideal regarding the labour theory of value and ownership, 
and a repudiation of his argument regarding the ‘commons’ created a 
dilemma for the founding fathers. Since essentially all or most of them were 
property owners and of aristocratic bearing either by birth or through educa-
tion, it was important for them that their status and property interests be 
protected. And to do this, it was expedient to shed much of the ecclesiasti-
cal precepts of the church and the moral imperative of being ‘commanded’ 
to share what one has laboured unto oneself. To the extent that worldly 
possession was a virtue unto itself, the Lockean requirement of forfeiting 
one’s property to the ‘commons’ above and beyond one’s immediate needs 
was a proposition that ran counter to the founding father’s inclination for 
wealth and private ownership.

Locke argued that:

though the things of nature are given in common, yet man, by being 
master of himself, and the proprietor of his own person and the actions 
or labor of it, had still in himself the great foundation of property; and 
that which made up the great part of what he applied to the support or 
comfort of his being, when invention and arts had improved the conven-
iences of life, was perfectly his own, and did not belong in common with 
others. (Skoble and Machan, 1999: 191)

But Locke goes further to suggest that property ownership and the right it 
confers extends only so far as to satisfy one’s needs without denying the 
others their own right to share in the benefits:

No man’s labor could subdue or appropriate all, nor could his enjoyment 
consume more than a small part; so that it was impossible for any man, 
this way to intrench upon the right of another, or acquire to himself a 
property, to the prejudice of his neighbor who would still have room for as 
good, and as large a possession [after the other had taken out his] as before 
it was appropriated from the commons. (Skoble and Machan, 1999: 187)

It is this latter aspect of the Lockean labour theory of value that the founding 
fathers rejected simply because it would have been contrary to their belief in 
the right to property and the social status and entitlement that go with it.

It is evident that in the series of debates that ensued during the revo-
lutionary period, neither Thomas Jefferson nor the other signers of the 
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Declaration of Independence were in any way opposed to the right of 
property. While Locke claimed that property ownership was a natural right, 
Jefferson saw it as a right dependent upon and conditioned by civil society. 
Jefferson, nonetheless, held the view that the ‘most profound right was the 
goal of human happiness, and for which the acquisition of property might 
be instrumental in achieving’ (Grimes, 1983: 154). In order to avoid having 
to address the moral conflict between private property and the more egali-
tarian principle reflected in the Lockean concept of the ‘commons’, the 
founding fathers opted for the safer bait of separation of church and state. 
They were also concerned about being seen to have committed a sin, not to 
talk of the guilt of having to violate an honoured ecclesiastical tenet – a vio-
lation which, consistent with Puritan teachings, would evidently become 
an obstacle to one’s heavenly salvation and redemption. Hence the separa-
tion of church and state became a practical expediency for protecting their 
economic individualism from the moral imperative of religious calling. 

Market individualism and elite consensus: upholding 
the Republican ethos

The year 1776 afforded a propitious opportunity for the founding fathers, 
following the publication of Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations – for it pro-
vided them the philosophical argument to embrace market capitalism, its 
laissez-faire concept, and certainly its emphasis on private ownership over 
the argument for the ‘commons’ which had been central to the Lockean 
theory of property. It was also a means of granting economic power to the 
‘people’ because it is by their actions that the market would take its cues 
and, invariably, adjust itself appropriately without any overt governmental 
intrusion. Because it rewarded private initiative (a worthy virtue though) 
and also justified a person keeping the fruits of his labour, the free-market 
system became a dogma that resonated quite well with the propertied class 
much more than among the poor and the ‘plebeians’.

Even though it has often been stated that the market, if left alone, would 
self-adjust, history has always been the best judge as to the veracity of 
this economic rule of the game. Nonetheless, historical economic crises, 
including the later Great Depression and the series of market crashes over 
the years, are good indicators that the market would surely need a comple-
mentary or regulatory power after all. The founders, in the early days, saw 
that power in state authority. Despite historical claims of state autonomy, 
the American state has always been a blend of state power and economic 
corporatism:

It is a fragmented government completely open to outside agents, and 
therefore vulnerable to domination through the electoral process and 
through appointments from the corporate community and policy-planning 
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network. The movement by members of the corporate leadership group 
between the private sector and government blurs the line between the 
corporate community and the state, which does not fit with the idea of 
state autonomy. (Domhoff, 2005: 5)

It is true that a ‘business system could not survive without some degree of 
market regulation by the government. Hence and contrary to assertions 
about markets being “free”, markets are historically constructed institutions 
dependent upon governmentally sanctioned enforcement of property and 
contract rights’ (Domhoff, 2010: 174). 

The founding fathers never really opted for an absolute free-market sys-
tem unimpeded by the regulatory power of the state. While the state was 
viewed as a sovereign authority, its relative autonomy was only seen as a 
potentiality rather than in the absolute sense of the term. In his Federalist 
argument, it was Alexander Hamilton’s contention that ‘political power 
flowed from economic sources and that a firm political union of the states 
required an underlying and unifying economic system; thus recognizing 
the importance of economic power to politics, he sought to strengthen the 
national government by identifying it with the interests of the major economic 
groups’ (Grimes, 1983: 136). He held the view that ‘for the national govern-
ment to act contrary to the interests of the major business groups would 
disrupt the political system, for the national government, like all govern-
ment, was dependent upon the support of these same groups’ (Grimes, 
1983: 136). Although the logic of the free market operates on the assumption 
that individuals can enter and exit the market of their free will and choice, 
it can also be argued that the structure that undergirds the very process 
of entry and exit is, more often than not, anchored in elite interests and 
protection. As the structure endures over time, it becomes the lens through 
which social and economic policy is framed and implemented, hence resulting 
in continuing social inequality regarding economic and political opportu-
nity. Sooner than later, economic power transcends political power as the 
lines of demarcation between the political and economic estates becomes 
further blurred.

Drawing from this, one therefore comes to an understanding of the type of 
mindset that informed the thinking of the founding fathers, at a time when 
the nation was still trying to establish an economic doctrine for wealth creation 
and ownership. But while this worked in the interest of the corporate and eco-
nomic elites (power elite), it also meant that public policies would be framed 
around those issues that mattered most to this group, even if it meant the 
exclusion of other equally competing interests. The operational mechanisms of 
the ‘power elite’, therefore, offer a mirror through which class and institutional 
interests come together to shape a more holistic framework of power in the 
American state. ‘In concert with the large banks and corporations in the cor-
porate community, the foundations, think tanks, and policy-discussion groups 
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in the policy-planning network, extra-governmental institutions provide 
the organizational basis for the exercise of power on behalf of the owners of 
all large income-producing properties’ (Domhoff, 2010: 115), hence ‘leaders 
of these institutions have an economic stake in preserving the governmental 
rules and regulations that maintain current wealth and income distributions’ 
(Domhoff, 2010: 115).

The American elite often seems less a collection of persons than of cor-
porate entities, which are in great part created and spoken of as standard 
variants of ‘personality’ types (Mills, 1956: 15), resting upon the similarity 
of its personnel, their official and personal relations, their social and psy-
chological affinities (Mills, 1956: 278), as well as ‘the reciprocal attraction 
among the fraternity of the successful’ (Mills, 1956: 281). In the broad sense 
of the term, they share a common interest in sustaining a semblance of 
control (or rather influence) on the processes of legislative, economic and 
public policy-making. Regarding economic policy, one example of the ways 
in which wealth and income distribution are sustained in favour of the elite 
stratum is the policy of privatisation. ‘Privatization of public utilities means 
that only those who have money can bid for such facilities; and while a 
sizeable proportion of the citizens are poor and less disposed, they are not 
generally able to bid or buy shares in such public utilities’ (Kalu, 2009: 209). 
And so one finds that in mainstream liberal economies such as the United 
States, privatisation programmes rarely spread the wealth or improve the 
economic circumstances of the average citizen; they essentially secure and 
protect the economic commonwealth that has always existed between big 
business and political elites. Rather than the ‘trickle-down’ effect and asso-
ciated investment synergies that could be derived from it, privatisation is a 
conversion process in which public wealth is potentially transferred to those 
who could afford to participate in the scheme – and these are mostly the 
wealthy, as opposed to the poor. 

The welfare state: a necessary expedient?

The passage of the Social Security Act of 1934 during the presidency of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt helped to mitigate much of the Depression era eco-
nomic problems both for society and state. While that, in itself, could be 
construed as a reluctant admission of the failure and inability of the market 
system to spread the wealth and to sustain vibrant economic growth and 
development, it represented one of the earliest attempts at bringing to bear 
the role of state power and presidential activism to address fundamental 
social and economic problems. By providing for unemployment insurance, 
pension benefits and other civic and social benefits, the Act became a cen-
tral policy element in the New Deal programme. The consequent Social 
Security Act of 1965 which formed the authorising legislation for President 
Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society programme established a set of public health 
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insurance schemes in the form of Medicare and Medicaid, as well as other 
needs-based and/or in-kind benefits programmes. It was also an expedient 
way of accommodating the failure of the market to self-correct, as well as 
a recognition that changing lifestyles due to industrialisation, population 
and demographic shifts, and cultural change in the American socio-political 
firmament demanded a firmer governmental response if political order and 
social stability were to be maintained.

While these could be construed as ‘expedient’ policies, largely reactionary 
and framed in their orientation to assuage the series of economic fallouts, 
they invariably exposed fundamental weaknesses in the free-market system 
to address emerging issues of rising expectations and increased social strati-
fication based on wealth, education and prosperity. Nonetheless, there are 
two broad tendencies that seem to evolve from the welfare state: ‘first, a 
tendency to crowd out democratic possibilities; and second, a tendency to 
undercut the kind of community on which it nonetheless depends – and it 
is these institutional developments that may begin to account for the sense 
of powerlessness that the welfare state fails to address and in some ways 
doubtless deepens’ (Avineri and De-Shalit, 1992: 27–8). Hence it remains 
a ‘striking feature of the welfare state that it offers a powerful promise of 
individual rights, and also demands of its citizens a high measure of mutual 
engagement; but the self-image that attends the rights cannot sustain the 
engagement’ (Avineri and De-Shalit, 1992: 28). The welfare state may be 
necessary as well as expedient, but it still begs the question: To what extent 
does it serve to bridge existing economic asymmetry or the dynamics of 
distributive politics within liberal economies? Why do most Americans 
continue to be alienated from their government, a government that seemingly 
operates on the very system (representative democracy) that the people, by 
their popular consent and vote, have legitimised? 

A concluding postscript

There are four ways (though not exclusively) through which individuals 
attain elite status: education, wealth, family and the professions. Because 
access to these four factors is not evenly distributed in the wider society, it 
therefore creates a structural inequality that essentially trumps all consequent 
efforts at addressing income inequality by way of liberal public policies and/or 
social engineering. Education and wealth, as essential as they are, are equally 
crucial in creating economic access as well as political opportunity. But it is 
by unearthing the underlying philosophy and the founding theme of the 
society that we can begin to understand why these structural inequalities 
continue to exist and will likely, in all probability, endure for the foreseeable 
future. 

Habitually, Americans seem to take the desirability of democracy for granted 
without questioning changes or adaptations in the underlying assumptions. 
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There is a continuing reluctance to make the stark distinction between 
political rights and the efficacy of their expression in the public space. This 
enduring disposition stems from the simple fact that over the years they have 
been confronted with a persistent argument that democracy fosters an ideal 
condition for individual freedom, a platform for accommodating the public 
will (public space) in the fostering the deliberative consensus critical to pub-
lic policy-making and execution. When citizens see the democratic process 
as a fait accompli, democracy, invariably, becomes its own legitimising force 
without any further critical analysis and judgement on its civic and political 
efficacy – especially on the all-important issue of pluralism and inclusive-
ness. Robert Dahl (1982: 1) makes the point that: ‘the problem of pluralist 
democracy, or democratic pluralism, is only one aspect of a general dilemma 
in political life, that of autonomy or control’. He asks the question: how 
can we justify the conclusion that even in a fully democratic system some 
organisations would be entitled to a certain range of autonomy vis-à-vis the 
demos (people) and its representatives? This is based on the essential premise 
in which ‘to affirm that the democratic process is desirable is to assert that 
citizens must possess all the rights necessary to that process; and if a body of 
citizens were to deprive any citizen of any fundamental right necessary to the 
democratic process, then by its own action it would violate the criteria of the 
democratic process’ (Dahl, 1982: 49).

As William Domhoff (2005: 6) argues, the jury is still out as to who 
controls the American state. Is it elected officials, appointed officials, and 
career employees, or the corporate community that finances the elected offi-
cials and supplies many of the appointees, or the American public through 
political parties, elections, interest groups, lobbying and the force of public 
opinion? Whatever the answer may be, there seems to be an enduring 
consensus, supported by numerous studies, that in the American political-
economic system ‘the wealth distribution has been extremely concentrated 
throughout American history with the top 1 percent owning 40–50 percent 
of marketable wealth’ (Domhoff, 2010: 11). Hence if history is any guide, 
and if the past can be construed as prologue, it is important to understand 
the role of elitism and class in the practice and exercise of democracy so as 
to find ways of mitigating its more deleterious effects.
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New Turkish Business Elites: 
Resources, Networks, Boundaries 
and Mobility
Sibel Yamak, Ali Ergur, Artun Ünsal, Mustafa Özbilgin 
and Elif Ünal Çoker

In this chapter, we explain how the new Turkish corporate elites mobilise their 
varied resources in order to seek integration into the business community 
through their international, national and local networks. Our findings show 
that intensive use of economic, social and cultural resources accounts for the 
success of Turkish elites in navigating their way from local settings to inter-
national fluency. We draw upon the relational sociology of Bourdieu and the 
network theory of Granovetter in order to frame the theoretical background of 
our study. We have three main findings: First, local and international networks 
are more accessible to new business elites than national networks. In order to 
access national networks new business elites require higher levels of economic 
capital. Second, new business elites in Turkey do not have elite tastes. In fact, 
our study demonstrates that the new elites have common rather than refined 
tastes. This may be explained by the fact that they have only recently joined 
elites. Third, education has been exceptionally instrumental in allowing new 
elites to access elite status in Turkey. The significance of education in allowing 
for class mobility cannot be overstated in the case of Turkey.

Turkey is an interesting country in which to study new elites. As a rapidly 
developing country, new business elites are considered economic pioneers, 
who are responsible for the significant growth in the financial scope and 
geographic reach of Turkish businesses in local, national and international 
settings. The Turkish example is important as Turkish businesses’ willingness 
to integrate with the global economy contrasts strikingly with the common 
resentment against internationalisation by business elites of the old Europe. 
Furthermore, we demonstrate in this chapter that the routes, trajectories 
and requirements of capital for access to elite status in Turkey differ from 
those in advanced economies.

The centrality of networks in explaining socio-economic phenomena was 
first underlined by Mark Granovetter. Granovetter tried to transcend an old 
debate on the institutionalisation of autonomous relations in an economic 
process, especially that espoused by Karl Polanyi (1944), who asserted 
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that either exchanges were auto-regulated in autonomous systems or 
individuals were highly embedded into the exchange process. Granovetter 
rejected this polarised conception of economic activity, and instead, his framing 
of economic activity allowed wider scope for the individual in the decision-
making on the redistribution of resources. Yet, he offered a balanced point of 
view when he discussed the distinction between the concepts of over- and 
under-socialised individuals. Human behaviour, particularly when it is mani-
fested in economic relations, is not bounded only in terms of instrumental 
rationality, but also of sociability, approval, status and power (Granovetter, 
1985: 506). Thus, Granovetter constructs an instrumental flexibility for the 
conception of economic behaviour neither totally determined by institutions 
nor the expression of a boundless free will (Steiner, 2002: 30–4). Therefore, 
embeddedness is not conceptually rejected as such, but it is conceived as 
instrumental for understanding multi-purpose economic behaviours of 
individuals. Personal interest cannot be considered as the only guideline 
for individuals to act economically. Instead, he argued that individuals 
draw on a mixture of economic and social motivations (Granovetter, 2008: 
227). Ronald S. Burt has made an important contribution to network theory, 
which was initiated by Granovetter, developing the notion of structural holes 
for measuring the efficiency of a set of relationships. According to Burt, 
a structural hole is a functional discontinuity in a given network system, 
which multiplies and varies the possible connections. Burt (2005: 18) insists 
on the importance of a social focus through which social capital is prolifer-
ated, and directed to more rewarding opportunities. Nevertheless, such a 
porous network conception seems to be a consequence of development in 
network managing capacity.

Particularly since the 1990s Turkey presents an interesting case in which 
modernisation has facilitated access of relatively local firms to the global 
market (Kazgan, 1994). This phenomenon places the Turkish model, where 
kinship is also based on being from the same geographical origin or from the 
same ideologically driven association, close to the strength of weak ties concep-
tion of Granovetter when he asserts that weak ties function in a community 
as bridges with which individuals form new relationships (Granovetter, 1973: 
1375). In the case of Turkey, the interplay of kinship relationships and busi-
ness relationships presents a combination of entirely structured relationships 
and the operation of personal interest in the business world. The relative lack 
of correlation between possession of economic capital and the tendencies to 
develop international network relationships in our study can be considered as 
an indication confirming the importance of weak ties. Weak ties emerge from 
only individual education, and are not a function of a business tradition or 
possession of considerable amount of economic capital that offer to the social 
capital owner a series of possibilities to bridge different types of networks, in 
that case from local and limited background to an exclusively international 
level networking.
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Granovetter points out that only the weak ties that offer bridges between 
network segments can function as a cohesive force (Granovetter, 1983: 229). 
We explore the significance of education as a weak tie in the Turkish context 
in our study. Consequently, as Granovetter (1983: 208) underlined, ‘only 
bridging weak ties are of special value to individuals; the significance of 
weak ties is that they are far more likely to be bridges than are strong ties’. 
This seems to be typically the case of most of the functionally set, ad 
hoc relationships in and through the globally coalescing networks, from 
Internet-driven ties to international capitalistic alliances.

The network theory developed by Granovetter challenged both self-centred 
theories and structural approaches, while trying to fuse their contradicting 
assumptions. However, Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of culture and capital provides 
us with rich possibilities for conceptualising Turkish business elites’ trans-
formation, which, beside the network connections, has significant cultural 
implications. According to Bourdieu, power is diffused throughout cultural 
products and their uses by sufficiently motivated actors to establish their 
own domination over other individuals and groups. Studying Bourdieusian 
concepts of different forms of capital and the field allows a reading of organi-
sations as webs of social, economic and cultural relations which share power 
and resources among their members (Ozbilgin and Tatli, 2005). Social action 
is thus conditioned in more or less determined sets of rules of the art of domi-
nation. These are called fields (champs). Individuals, though they are agents 
with free will, are submitted to a process of domination, which then creates 
a series of multiple strategies of distinction; three of these are the most 
relevant ones here: diet, presentation and culture (Bourdieu, 1979: 204–5). 
This is why we tried to depict some practices of Turkish business elites, related 
to their use of cultural tools. The refined tastes of business elites in Turkey 
commonly involve sporting activities as horse riding, golf, sailing and cultural 
activities such as collecting art work and antiques (see, for example, Kıraç, 2006; 
Eczacıbaşı, 2010). Culture as an autonomous battlefield has been conceptualised 
by Bourdieu as a form of capital.

The concept of capital as a Marxist notion has long been regarded merely as 
an economic concept. Nevertheless, Bourdieu asserts that there exist in fact, 
beside the well-known economic capital, two other types which determine 
social action: social and cultural capital. Both are socially conditioned in fields 
where the individual is inserted through class ties and especially education 
(Bourdieu and Passeron, 1970). As the notion of social capital manifested a 
wide range of theoretical uses, it also resulted in a certain conceptual ambiguity. 
James Coleman (1988) is one of the thinkers who tried to clarify the notion of 
social capital, while defining it by its functions. Coleman argues that it is not 
a unique entity, but a plurality of entities that have two elements in common: 
their dependence on structural characteristics and their function as catalyst for 
certain actions of individuals (Coleman, 1988: 98). Social capital is constituted 
in a variety of ways, from formal school origin, especially university as a 
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cultural system, capable of creating and attributing identities to its members 
(Considine, 2006) to clan associations (Wong, 2007). This is also done at 
the high-school level in the Turkish context (Yamak, 1998). We explore 
the significance of social capital in the access to different levels of business 
networks. We investigate the social ties granted by specific alumni affiliations 
as well as place of birth and residence.

As for cultural capital, Bourdieu asserts that it is an instrument of power at 
individual level under a form of a set of intellectual qualifications produced by 
the familial environment and the school system (Bourdieu, 1979). The very 
quality of persistence of culture through its potential to become a myth, a 
fabrication, a mystification (Sahlins, 1999: 403) helps also to explain its con-
version into a socially determined asset. In a globally managed economic 
order, business interaction has become, as never before, a fluent and cultur-
ally supported process, in which cultural capital not only plays a major part 
but gradually increases its variety. Basic factors such as education and foreign 
language acquisition (Ward, 2009) function as propelling effects in actual 
global business practices. Indeed, globalisation had a deep impact on the 
reconfiguration of cooperative models and their diffusion throughout cul-
tures of the world (Rivera, 2004). We explore cultural capital as a resource 
for accessing local, national and international networks.

The aim of this study is thus to examine how individual members of the 
new corporate elite in Turkey mobilise their varied forms of resources, or as 
Bourdieu would call them, economic, social and cultural forms of capital, in 
order to realise the elite’s ambitions to attain and hold on to certain positions 
of power and influence in business society in Turkey and internationally.

Methodology

Drawing upon the view that ‘elites are those groups that hold or exercise 
domination within a society or within a particular area of life’ (Scott, 2008: 
32) we have defined business elites as the leading executive figures (such 
as chairperson, vice-chairperson and CEO) of the business groups whose 
affiliates are listed among the largest companies in Turkey. This definition 
is also consistent with previous studies which perceive the corporate elite as 
‘a configuration of capitalists (major shareholders and top executives) and 
organic intellectuals occupying positions of ultimate authority within lead-
ing corporations’ (Carroll, 2008: 47).

We gathered a triangulated qualitative data set, including interviews, non-
participant observation and documentary searches (Eisenhardt, 1989) during 
this study. We developed our semi-structured questionnaire based on literature 
and feedback from audiences of our presentations and pre-testing. A total 
of 60 open-ended interviews were conducted with key informants with 
executive roles such as CEO, chair or vice-chair of the board in each com-
pany. Respondents were assured that their responses would be kept strictly 



142  Global Elites

confidential and they would only be used for scientific research. Interviews 
lasted typically two to three hours, of which 58 were audio-taped. Only in 
two cases were we not allowed to tape and we took detailed notes during the 
interview instead. Field notes were taken independently by each researcher on 
the observations. A wide range of archival documentary materials were col-
lected regarding each interviewee and his/her company. Since in this chapter 
our focus is on the integration of the new elites into the business community, 
we have used the data of the elites whose companies made their first appear-
ances among the largest enterprises after the adoption of liberalisation policy 
in Turkey in 1980. Thus, a total of 30 interviews were used in this research.

The data were collected starting from October 2009 to October 2010. We 
have checked non-response bias in two ways. First we have contrasted earlier 
respondents with the later ones. Second, we have also contrasted non-
respondents with the respondents on key dimensions such as total sales, 
export ratio and geographical location of their companies. No significant 
difference was detected between the contrasted groups of respondents.

Multiple correspondence analysis (MCA) is conducted to analyse the data. 
It can be considered as a generalisation of simple correspondence analysis. 
The aim of MCA is to explore the relationships between three or more cat-
egorical variables and to discover the underlying pattern via a visual map 
(Greenacre and Blasius, 2006). The similarities and the differences of the 
variables are summarised in this map where they facilitate the interpreta-
tion. In this context, MCA can be regarded as a powerful method due to its 
visualisation feature.

Variables

The abbreviations of the variables that are used in the figures are presented 
in parenthesis for each variable.

Integration with the business community is assessed at three levels namely 
international, national and local:

International integration: This is a dummy variable taking the value of 1 
(Int:Yes) if the person is a member of international business associations 
and 0 otherwise (Int:No).
National integration: This is a dummy variable taking the value of 1 
(Nat:Yes) if the person is a member of nationwide business associations 
and 0 otherwise (Nat:No).
Local integration: This is a dummy variable taking the value of 1 (Loc:Yes) 
if the person is a member of regional or smaller district based business 
associations and 0 otherwise (Loc:No).

Economic capital, which is highly emphasised by Marx (1956) and less so 
by Bourdieu, is investigated by three different variables: total sales of the 

•

•

•
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holding company, family capital (Marx, 1956) and total foreign sales of the 
holding:

Total sales of the holding: Four categories of total sales are identified. 
The first one includes the companies with total sales less than or equal 
to 100 million US dollars (Sales � 1). The second group comprises those 
with total sales more than 100 million up to 500 million US dollars 
(Sales:10). In the third group total sales ranges from more than 500 
million and up to one billion (Sales:50) and finally holdings whose sales 
exceed one billion US dollars (Sales � 1) constitute the fourth group.
Family capital: This is a dummy variable taking the value of 1 (Family:Yes) if 
the person is a member of a wealthy family and 0 otherwise (Family:No).
Total foreign sales: We have also wanted to check the origin of sales in terms 
of different markets which may insulate the company from the economic 
and political inconsistencies of the local market. There are three categories 
for this variable. ‘Export oriented companies’ are the ones which export 
more than 50% of their production (Export:Export). ‘Locally oriented’ 
companies export less than 50% of their production (Export:Local). Finally, 
‘no export’ indicates the firms which do not export at all (Export:No).

Social capital is another capital stressed by Bourdieu (1979). It is assessed 
by birth place (Urry, 1995), the city where the elite lives (Castells, 1998), 
age (Rahikainen, 2001), continuity of the business (Sennett, 1998) and high 
school type (Yamak, 1998).

Birth place: This is assessed along three categories which are the largest 
three cities, Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir (Birth:I&A&I), other cities (Birth:
Other) and villages (Birth:Village).
The city where the elite lives: his is assessed along two categories which 
are the largest three cities (City: I&A&I) and other cities (City:Other).
Age: This is a grouping of birth decade of the person: the 1920s (Age:20s), 
1930s (Age:30s), 1940s (Age:40s), 1950s (Age:50s), 1960s (Age:60s), 1970s 
(Age:70s).
Continuity of the business: This is a dummy variable taking the value of 
1 (Business:Yes) if the person’s family had a similar business in the past 
and 0 otherwise (Business:No).
High school type: This is a dummy variable taking the value of 1 (High:Yes) 
if the person is graduated from a prestigious high school in Turkey and 0 
otherwise (High:No).

Cultural capital is very much emphasised by Bourdieu (1979) in explaining 
domination. In this study, it is assessed by sports habits (Bourdieu, 1979), 
cuisine preferences (Bourdieu, 1979), painting and antiques collection 
(Bourdieu, 1979), education level (Bourdieu, and Passeron, 1970) and foreign 
languages mastered by the elite (Ward, 2009).

•

•

•

•

•
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•
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Sports habits: We have used Bourdieu’s classification of elite and non-elite 
sports.
Cuisine preferences: We differentiated between international and Turkish 
cuisine preferences.
Painting collection: We have checked whether the person is a painting 
collector or not.
Antiques collection: We have checked whether the person is an antiques 
collector or not.
Education level: This indicates the last diploma obtained by the individual. 
It is assessed along six dimensions, namely primary school (Edu:1), 
secondary school (Edu:2), high school (Edu:3), bachelor (Edu:4), master 
(Edu:5) and PhD (Edu:6).
Foreign languages: This variable indicates the number of languages (other 
than Turkish) that the person knows. (No:1) signifies one foreign language, 
(No:2) two foreign languages, (No:3) three foreign languages and so on. 
(No:0) implies that the person does not know any foreign language.

Distributive characteristics of the participants are presented in Table 9.1. 
The members of international, national and local business associations are 
respectively 3, 17 and 11. In our sample, there is no female participant in 
the international associations. There are 2 and 1 female members in national 
and local business organisations respectively. The participants with an inter-
national membership are also actively involved in the top management of 
these associations. More than half of the participants hold a top management 
position in national and local business organisations. While there are overlaps 
in international and national memberships, none of the international asso-
ciation members are affiliated with local organisations. While almost half of 
local business associations’ members in our study are also affiliated with the 
national networks, none of them are present at international level. Only three 
of the national business network members are present at international level.

Results

We find that the new elites in Turkey are integrated across the larger business 
community at the international, national and local level. We had participants 

•

•

•

•

•

•

Table 9.1 Distributive characteristics of participants

Business association N Gender 
F    M

Top management 
position in the 
association

International 3 0      3 3
National 17 2    15 9
Local 11 1    10 7
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from these three different levels in our study with distinct configurations of 
member characteristics in terms of their capital at all three levels.

Our first finding is that local and international networks are more accessible 
to new business elites than national networks. In order to access national 
networks new business elites require higher levels of economic capital. Our 
second finding is related to cultural capital. We observe that new business 
elites in Turkey do not have elite tastes. Their tastes are rather common. 
This may be explained by the fact that they have only recently joined elites. 
However, the second dimension of cultural capital measured in terms of 
education and foreign language acquisition provides interesting insights. 
It appears that education and mastering foreign languages have been instru-
mental in allowing access to elite status in Turkey.

The findings suggest that there is an association between economic, social 
and to a certain extent cultural capital of the new elites and their integra-
tion with the business community at international, national and local level. 
Unfortunately the results for some variables of the cultural capital do not 
indicate a particular pattern. Hence, we have only included in the figures 
cultural variables displaying a sensible grouping, namely education level 
and foreign languages. So, no differentiation is observed along the vari-
ables assessing tastes such as diet and sports preferences or arts collection. 
Therefore, one of the interesting findings of the study is that elites who are 
members of different levels of business association do not display differ-
ences along some of the forms of cultural capital involving sporting habits, 
diet preferences and habits of collecting paintings and antiques. Those are 
variables directly related to the tastes of the individual. However, new elites 
do differ along other forms of cultural capital such as education level and 
foreign languages. So, it is also worth noting that their differentiation along 
education and foreign language knowledge is not reflected in their tastes. 
Even if the new elites possess a higher education level and they master several 
languages, these cultural assets are not necessarily accompanied by so-called 
‘refined tastes’.

In the following section we present the major findings of multiple corre-
spondence analysis in relation to international business association members 
(Figure 9.1). These are the characteristics (as assessed by the capitals) of the 
international business association affiliated participants.

International business association membership

Figure 9.1 displays the findings in relation to international business asso-
ciation membership and the economic, social and cultural capital of the 
new elites. International business association affiliation is observed only in 
three cases among new elites. However, all three hold top executive roles 
in these institutions. It is also interesting to note that all three individuals 
who are integrated into international business associations have spent long 
years abroad, namely in Germany. Two of them even took their university 
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degree there. Therefore, residing in a foreign country for a long time appears 
to be an important factor for international association membership. This 
residence appears also to motivate self-identification with the culture of the 
host country. The affiliates of international business organisations in our 
sample seem to identify themselves more with German culture.

‘I am involved with business associations more in Germany than in 
Turkey … I have found many German–Turkish Business Associations … 
I have also established and institutionalised many Turkish–German con-
gresses.’

One other member has claimed that he is not a Turk in business life since his 
work values are more aligned with foreigners which makes it hard to become 
part of any collaboration and social affiliation in Turkey. The youngest 
member of this category also maintained that he feels ‘more like German’. 
Among these three participants being German is associated with punctuality, 
precision and professionalism.

Affiliation with an international business association seems to be at the 
top of a presumed hierarchy of business associations. The quote of a member 
affiliated with international business organisations delineates the potential 
reach and power of these members:

‘I work in close cooperation with German top political persons and act as a 
liaison to promote the links between them and their Turkish counterparts.’

Economic capital

Given the small number of international association members, this group 
seems to be quite varied in terms of their positions. Findings indicate with a 
pattern of absence of family wealth among international association members 
that economic capital is not a must to become integrated into international 
business networks. This seems to support the importance of weak ties in the 
globalisation process.

Social capital

The findings regarding social capital are consistent with the above results. 
The most striking finding is about intergenerational business continuity 
within the immediate family. New business elites with international busi-
ness institution membership are likely to be entrepreneurs since they have 
not inherited their businesses from their family. They have started their own 
businesses. In two cases the families never did possess a business. This means 
that they did not benefit from the social ties of a previous business owned 
by their family. In fact, when we go back to the database, we observe that 
two persons had parents who were not previously involved in any business 
either in the same sector or in a different one. In only one case the father 
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was also an entrepreneur. However, the person we interviewed had started 
his own business and had not pursued the work of his father: ‘I wanted to 
prove that I was capable of founding my own business.’

On the other hand, it is also worth noting that new business elite members 
who are not affiliated with an international organization are closely associ-
ated with business continuity which appears to be an important differentiat-
ing factor between the members and non-members.

Although we could not detect a connection with birth place, new business 
elites with international business institution membership are likely to have 
been born around the 1950s. No association could be detected with gradu-
ation from the prestigious high schools, meaning that they do not benefit 
from the social networks of these schools.

Cultural capital

Again no difference could be detected in terms of tastes. However, there 
are significant differences between international versus local and national 
network members along the cultural dimensions related to education. 
Strong associations are observed between international association member-
ship and education level. Education facilitates new business elites to access 
international business networks. Members of the new business elite, who 
are integrated with the international business community, have higher 
educational qualifications than traditional business elites. All persons in 
this category (new business elites that are connected with international net-
works) are university graduates. This group is also associated with a master’s 
degree. Similarly, they speak three languages, scoring on the average higher 
than those who are not affiliated with international associations.

Turkish business people, especially those with a high degree of education, 
develop the ability to link themselves to these structurally weak, but fluently 
bridging ties to the international level, through business associations.

In the following section we present the major findings of multiple cor-
respondence analysis in relation to national business association members 
(Figure 9.2). These are the characteristics (the capital) of the national busi-
ness association affiliated participants.

National business association membership

Figure 9.2 displays the findings in relation to national business association mem-
bership and economic, social and cultural capital of the new elite. Members 
of national business associations (17 persons) constitute the largest group of 
whom more than half hold top executive roles in those organisations.

In Turkey, national level associations are very active in creating industrial 
policies and lobbying thus negotiating with the ministers and other govern-
ment officials. As several of the new elite members in our sample have put it, 
‘such organizations at national level are among the best and most effective 
occasions to approach government officials’. To establish links with the state 
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is an important act in the Turkish business system since the national level 
organisations are influential actors which could act as creditor, competitor or 
regulator in business life and could protect the companies from foreign compe-
tition (Bugra, 1994). Therefore to become integrated to national level business 
institutions may also be interpreted as a key act to develop and protect the 
business. Such an affiliation with its potential of supplying critical resources 
and links may also necessitate a threshold level of characteristics on the part of 
the business elite. We may expect business people to have a specific bundle of 
economic, social and cultural capital in becoming integrated into the national 
level business organisations and thus to display both strong and weak ties.

Economic capital

National business association membership seems to be related to larger sales 
scores. Therefore the new elites with a national membership are likely to 
come from the largest companies, thus possessing considerable economic 
power. This economic capital is also associated with the level of exports. In 
the national network category, there may be more people who own compa-
nies with mainly Turkish market orientation exporting less than 50% of their 
production.

Social capital

Findings point to a limited association between membership of national busi-
ness organisations and social capital. New elite members who are affiliated 
with national business associations are likely to have business continuity. 
This means that there is a business tradition in the family which may provide 
them social links to the business community.

They are likely to be born between the 1940s and 1960s. They seem to 
be relatively younger than the non-members. An older member of the elite 
claimed: ‘We send youngsters to the associations. It requires too much activity 
and I am old now.’

It is also interesting to note that new elites who are not members of 
national business associations tend to be born in villages around the 1930s. 
It appears that birth place and time are differentiating factors between 
members and non-members. Being born in a village appears among the 
factors that may limit social networks and related social capital to access the 
national level business organisations.

Cultural capital

While no difference could be detected along the factor of tastes, significant 
differences are observed along the cultural dimensions related to education 
among elites affiliated with national business organisations and those who 
are not. Affiliated ones are likely to have a master’s degree and to be able to 
speak two to three foreign languages. Again, the non-members are associated 
with a high school degree.
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In the following section we present the major findings of multiple 
correspondence analysis in relation to local business association members 
(Figure 9.3). These are the characteristics (the capital) of the local business 
association affiliated participants.

Local business association membership

Figure 9.3 displays the findings in relation to local business association 
membership and the economic, social and cultural capital of the new elite.

Local level business organisation affiliation appears to be at the lower end 
of the hierarchy. A limited number of forms of capital may be associated with 
local business organisation membership. In fact while no economic capital 
could be associated with it, the associated social and cultural capital appeared 
to be limited both in number and scope. Local network appears as a first 
step in becoming integrated into business circles. When we asked one of the 
locally networked new business elite members why he was not part of the 
largest national business association he replied that ‘It was too big for me.’

Economic capital

There is no significant differentiation in terms of economic capital among 
the members and non-members of the local business associations.

Social capital

Being born and living in cities other than the largest three are among the 
major differentiating factors between the members and non-members of 
the local business organisations. The geographical surrounding constitutes 
the social capital. While the participants affiliated with the local associations 
are more likely to come from smaller cities in terms of both birth place and 
residence, non-members are likely to live in the largest cities.

Cultural capital

Again no difference could be detected along the dimension of tastes. However, 
there are significant differences along the cultural dimensions related to 
education. New elite members who are affiliated with local business associa-
tions are likely to have an undergraduate degree. They are able to speak one 
foreign language. Again when we contrast the members and non-members of 
local business associations we observe that non-members are better educated 
and they are able to speak several languages. This confirms our view that 
local business associations which in fact operate at the city or neighbourhood 
level are at the bottom of the business organisations’ hierarchy.

Conclusion

We have shown that the new Turkish corporate elites make intensive use 
of economic, social and cultural relationships in their way from local to 
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international business settings and seek integration into the business 
community through international, national and local networks. In this 
study, we explored the constitution of the new Turkish business elites in 
terms of their varied forms of resources. The findings of the study delineate 
differences in the overall member characteristics of three types of networks. It 
is suggested that there is an association between economic, social and to a 
certain extent cultural forms of capital of the new elite and their integration 
with the business community at international, national and local level.

Education was an important cultural resource which had significant explan-
atory power in new business elites’ access to international networks. The 
relative lack of correlation between possession of economic capital and the 
tendency to develop international network relationships can be considered as 
an indication confirming the importance of weak ties (those issuing from 
only individual education, and which are not a function of a business tradi-
tion or possession of considerable amount of economic capital) that offer to 
the social capital owner a series of possibilities to bridge different types of 
networks, in this case from local and limited background to an exclusively 
international level networking.

We observe that business elites who join international networks are not 
necessarily those who have a business heritage from their families; on the con-
trary, they are economically uprooted individuals, having recently ascended 
in the social pyramid, due to their life opportunities triggered by education. 
Such a model of social mobility confirms, in a different way, that in a highly 
fluid world, social and cultural capital may play a crucial part which can 
even eradicate, in some cases, the predominance of economic capital. Yet 
when the new elites cannot access the international level, they are limited 
in their local scale. Again, education determines not only the social function 
of the individual, but also his or her entire set of networks, which affect, in 
fact, their access to the international or national level business relationships. 
As for the largest part of the new business elite who are affiliated with the 
national associations, though they categorically possess a well set-out eco-
nomic capital and usually considerably developed social and education-based 
cultural capital, they tend to act rather at the national scale. Among them, 
there are a few cases of complete integration in international networks, but 
these are exceptions. To access international networks seems to be related 
to social and cultural capital. Furthermore, a previous work life in a foreign 
country appears to be an important factor in becoming actively involved in 
international business associations.

Therefore, in Turkey today, new elites seem to benefit from social and 
cultural capital which seem to be more important than economic capital, 
which is often taken for granted. Integration with the business networks 
is associated with educational background which facilitates access to inter-
national or large-scale national networks. Education functions as a kind 
of transition opportunity at the junction of life trajectories of different 
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origins, while accelerating the capability to establish new bridges between 
unconnected networks. The higher the education the wider is the access of 
business elites from local to international networks. Briefly, education and 
mastering foreign languages appears to extend network opportunities for 
the new elite from a local scale to an international scale. It is also worth 
noting that holding a university diploma and mastering a foreign language 
seem to be the necessary baseline for every network affiliation. This seems 
to be the minimum that the members are expected to have in each type 
of business network. University diploma and foreign language knowledge 
may even cancel out the disadvantages that the lack of economic capital 
brings about. One other interesting point is that the new elites’ social 
surrounding in terms of the city of residence or birth is not limited to 
the largest three cities. Elites originating from other cities are able to join 
different business networks at international and national level. However, 
city of residence or birth may also act as a constraining factor. Being from 
a village may limit access to the national business organisations as seen in 
Figure 9.2.

One other interesting finding of the study is about tastes. Even if the new 
elites possess higher education levels and they master several languages, 
these cultural assets are not necessarily accompanied by so called ‘refined 
tastes’ as defined by Bourdieu. They do not seem to collect paintings or 
antiques as the established elites do. They do not seem to be open to different 
diet options either.

In Turkey a wide interest in global integration is observed, not only among 
business elites but also among a significant section of the intellectuals, in 
explicit contradiction with their counterparts in old Europe, such as the 
French attitude (Schmidt, 2007: 998). The case of Turkey in the globalisa-
tion process offers a variety of particularities, together with similarities with 
other experiences of emerging countries. Indeed, the new urban dynamism, 
especially observed in metropolitan peripheries, proves, beside its numer-
ous problems, a potential for global connectivity (Ayata, 2008: 50–1). The 
progressive establishment of new forms of adaptation to the global market 
is realised through cultural and ideological syntheses between conservative 
and modernist historical forces in the secular Turkish context. Though this 
proves the potentialities that Islam offers (Stone, 2002a: 125), it also displays 
a clear divergence from non-secular examples of Islamic nations such as the 
neo-liberal Indonesian experience which is challenged by the preserved 
local interests (Hadiz and Robison, 2005: 236). Yet, Turkish integration with 
the world and especially the European economy is not a recent fact; it has 
strong historical roots that make this relationship continuous (Stone 2002b: 
194–8). As a typical indication of the rise of global economic integration, 
metropolitan areas in Turkey present the scope of a more or less ‘fragmented 
glocal city’ (Swyngedouw and Kaïka, 2003: 12), where the business elite is 
growing due to the advantages of such an articulation of the local and 
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global, and conservatism serves as a protecting tissue against the fast-growing 
corporate mentality.

In our research, we stress that newly emerging economic elites are still in 
a phase of constituting rather traditionally defined networks, and thus a set 
of well-known relationships. But the more they involve themselves in inter-
nationally driven business, the more they seem to become integrated in a 
network of structural holes. Our chapter demonstrates that the new Turkish 
business elites find it easier to access international networks than national 
networks. The former are about merit based on education, experience and 
skills while success in joining national networks may be more related to 
economic capital as well as religio-national kinship and ideological ties. In 
a way, internationalisation liberates and gives a renewed lease of life to the 
human capital of Turkish business elites.

There are several limitations of the study. The first one is the small sample 
size. The second is the selection of the cultural capital variables in relation to 
tastes. We could have identified a number of tastes which are unique to the 
Turkish context instead, and that might have presented us with an altogether 
different picture.
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.
daresi Dergisi, 31(4): 65–77.



10
Board Directors as Elites in the 
Context of International Joint 
Ventures
Jelena Petrovic, Nada Kakabadse and Andrew Kakabadse

Introduction: IJV board directors as elites

Forbes and Milliken (1999: 493) characterise boards of directors as ‘large, 
elite and episodic decision making groups that face complex tasks pertaining 
to strategic-issue processing’. From an individual director perspective some 
scholars have argued that individuals join boards for financial remuneration, 
prestige and contacts that may prove useful in the future and to promote 
upper-class cohesion creating a business elite (Useem, 1984; Zajac 1988). For 
example, according to the reputation hypothesis, entering in the corporate 
elite has a positive impact on firms’ value (Phan et al., 2003). As a group, it 
is up to the corporate elite to ensure good corporate governance. At the same 
time, the concentration of corporate control in the hands of relatively small, 
often homogeneous and closed corporate elites has long been recognised as 
a democratic difficulty for capitalism.

Throughout the twentieth century, big business in the Western indus-
trialised world has been organised in national business communities whose 
foundational elements were corporate board ‘interlocks’, where the corporate 
elite of directors sit on multiple boards. Within the growing institutional 
power of financial institutions, corporate elites are often accused of pos-
sessing too much, uncontrolled power. According to a political model, firm 
behaviour responds to the interests and beliefs of the dominant coalition 
(Kakabadse et al., 2004). However, whilst organisations are ruled by political 
elites, or dominant coalitions, these elites do not last due to inter-elite con-
flicts that provide impetus for change (Selznick, 1957; Pareto, 1968; Kakabadse 
et al., 2004).

Although rules and legislation are used to confine and discipline corpora-
tions and the corporate elite, many EU economies endorse a principle-based 
code of good governance, which leaves room for manoeuvring and flex-
ibility. The dominant, shareholder-oriented form of capitalism promoted 
the international scope in strategy, finance and operations that under-
scores the potential importance of the internationalisation of business 
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and finance (i.e. globalisation) and in turn creates corporate directors who 
are less embedded in national elite networks. The shift from mono-ethnic 
nationalism to multi-ethnic elite is particularly true in international joint 
ventures (IJVs).

The role of a board director in an IJV has been considered as important 
and potentially very complex due to the unique governance requirements 
of this form of organisation (Shenkar and Zeira, 1992; Carver, 2000; Garrow 
et al., 2000; Gong et al., 2001; Child and Rodrigues, 2003; Bamford and 
Ernst, 2005). IJV ownership structure (the division of equity investment in 
the IJV among the partners, as specified by the IJV contract), directly affects 
representation on the IJV board in terms of the number of IJV directors 
the partner company is entitled to appoint relative to the total size of the 
board (Zeira and Shenkar, 1990; Garrow et al., 2000). IJV board directors are 
responsible for protecting their parent company’s interests in the IJV, which 
may not always be in accord with interests of the other IJV parent (Shenkar 
and Zeira, 1992; Garrow et al., 2000; Luo et al., 2001). This combination of 
the multiple partners’ agendas and shared ownership in IJVs points to the 
complex and potentially problematic nature of an IJV board director’s role in 
comparison to a board director in a more ‘traditional’ form of organisation.

However, little evidence exists that focuses on the role and contribution 
of IJV board directors. Such a situation could be explained by the fact that 
board directors represent elites who, by their very nature, ‘establish barriers 
that set their members apart from the rest of society’ (Hertz and Imber, 
1993: 3) and as such, could be difficult to access (Groot and Merchant, 
2000). Hence, it is perhaps not surprising that research on boards of direc-
tors has usually had a low response rate, often lower than 20% (Minichilli 
et al., 2009). The task of conducting research on elites becomes even more 
challenging in the international business context (Welch et al., 2002).

Based on qualitative exploratory case studies of board directors from 
three IJVs, this chapter presents the empirical evidence concerning board 
directors as elites in the context of IJVs. After a consideration of method-
ology adopted for the research, the chapter presents the research findings 
that concern IJV director attributes that derive from their ‘elite status’ and 
which have emerged as influencing director role and contribution to board 
effectiveness. This is followed by an illustration of the learning experience 
of dealing with board directors as elite informants in international business 
research. The chapter concludes by discussing the theoretical, practical and 
methodological implications of the research.

Methodology

Due to the limited amount of existing theory in the area and in response to 
the call in the literature for researchers to ‘get beyond the boardroom door’ 
(Samra-Fredericks, 2000), we adopted an exploratory case study research 



Board Directors as Elites  159

design. Since the focus of the study was on individual director role (as a part 
of a wider inquiry into IJV director contribution to board effectiveness), the 
unit of analysis and therefore the case in this research was the individual 
IJV board director.

The participants included thirteen board directors – foreign and local 
representatives – from three Serbian–foreign (two Serbian–German and 
one Serbian–Italian) joint ventures based in Serbia. The directors are 
members of a multi-tier board consisting of the Assembly, Managing 
board, Supervisory board and the CEO. No further details about directors 
or their respective joint ventures could be disclosed here for confidential-
ity reasons.

Semi-structured interview was the main data collection method used 
in this research. This is a useful method of gaining access to business 
elites in an international context (Welch et al., 2002). Wherever possible, 
information obtained from an interview was triangulated with other data 
collection methods/sources of evidence. Informal observation, secondary 
research of the literature and an examination of documentation (e.g. press 
releases about directors, their boards and IJVs, and company documents 
provided by the informants) served in the interest of triangulation to cor-
roborate the evidence from other sources.

A data analysis strategy suggested by Eisenhardt (1989) and Miles and 
Huberman (1994) was followed in analysing the results of the study. This 
involved a thematic/conceptual analysis of data for each individual case 
and then comparison was made of the emerging themes and subthemes 
from each individual case across cases in search for the themes that ‘replicate’ 
across cases.

The use of a qualitative case study approach for this research confirmed 
the existence of numerous issues associated with conducting qualitative 
research on elites in the international business context (Vallaster and Koll, 
2002; Welch et al., 2002), as will be discussed in more detail later in the 
chapter.

The next section focuses on the research findings related to director 
attributes that emerged as influencing director role and contribution, 
which derive from the director’s ‘elite status’.

Research findings

Participants’ ‘elite status’

The previous literature points to certain dimensions that indicate the 
‘elite status’ of research informants, such as a position of high authority 
in the organisation, considerable industry experience, a broad network of 
relationships, and functional responsibility in an area which enjoys high 
status in accordance with corporate values (Hambrick and Finkelstein, 1987; 
Pettigrew, 1992; Pettigrew and McNulty, 1995; Welch et al., 2002). It could 
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be argued that participants in this research ‘score’ high regarding each of 
these dimensions, as all but one director sits on their respective partner 
company’s board and had been previously working together in their respec-
tive partner companies. The directors have considerable industry experience 
and most of them have known other representatives from their company 
for a long time (some for more than two decades). The participants who are 
the Serbian partner representatives in their respective IJVs are considered as 
key experts in law and economy in Serbia, whereas some of the international 
partner representatives enjoy international reputation in their fields. Details 
about the participant profile in terms of their ‘elite status’ are presented in 
Box 10.1.

Box 10.1: Participants ‘elite status’

DIRECTOR 1 represents the Serbian partner on the IJV1 Assembly. Apart 
from this governance role, she also holds the management role in IJV1. 
In addition, she is Chairman of the Serbian partner’s Assembly. With a 
background in political studies, she used to work for the Serbian partner 
company until the IJV creation and has known the other Serbian partner 
representatives on the IJV1 board for more than 25 years.

DIRECTOR 2 is the Serbian partner’s representative on the Supervisory 
board of IJV1. He is also a member of the Serbian partner company’s 
Managing board. He used to work in the Serbian partner’s company as 
Financial Director until the IJV creation and was involved in the IJV 
negotiations.

DIRECTOR 3 is CEO in IJV1 and also a member of the Serbian partner’s 
Managing board. He spent most of his life working abroad. Due to his fam-
ily background and international experience he possesses a broad network 
of relationships which have been of crucial importance for his role in the 
IJV negotiations and his selection to the position of the IJV CEO.

DIRECTOR 4 is Vice-Chairman of the Managing board in IJV1 and the 
Company Solicitor as well. He also holds a role of Vice-Chairman of the 
Serbian partner’s Managing board. He is a writer and a well-known solicitor 
in Serbia, and generally, a person very much involved in politics. He was 
actively involved in the IJV negotiations process.

DIRECTOR 5 is Deputy CEO and the German partner representative on 
the Managing board of IJV1, as well as a member of the German partner’s 
Managing board. He has a strong industry background and has known the 
other German partner representatives for a number of years.

DIRECTOR 6 is the German partner representative on the Managing 
board of IJV1. He is also a member of the German partner’s Managing 
board and holds the role of Chief Financial Controller for the German 
partner’s South Eastern European operations as well. Moreover, he is 
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Chairman of the Managing board of another IJV that the German partner 
has in Serbia.

DIRECTOR 7 is CEO of IJV2 and the Serbian partner representative 
on the Managing board of IJV2. Before the IJV creation, he worked in 
the Serbian partner company for more than 20 years, as Director for 
Personnel and Legal Matters. As a lawyer by profession, he was involved 
in writing the IJV contract. He is the only participant who is not a mem-
ber of his parent company’s board.

DIRECTOR 8 is the Italian partner representative on the Managing board 
of IJV2. He is also Managing board member in another IJV that the Italian 
partner has in another country, and sits on the Italian partner’s Managing 
board as Director for Strategic Development. Before joining the Italian 
partner’s company, he briefly worked for the Italian university he has his 
PhD from and then spent seven years working for Confederation of Italian 
Industry, where he was involved in lobbying with the local governmental 
authorities in order to make the legislation more favourable for compa-
nies. That was where he met DIRECTOR 9 who subsequently ‘lured’ him to 
come to work for the Italian partner’s company and create business oppor-
tunities internationally. Consequently, DIRECTOR 8 played an important 
role in the IJV negotiations process.

DIRECTOR 9 is the Italian partner’s representative and Chairman of the 
Managing board of IJV2. He is also CEO, Chairman and main shareholder 
of the Italian partner’s company, or, as DIRECTOR 8 comments, he is the 
‘boss of everything’. In effect, he is the one who set up the Italian partner’s 
company more than 40 years ago. The IJV2 is again primarily a result of 
his idea and friendship with the Serbian partner’s Chairman. Hence he is 
also the one who, together with the Italian Ambassador in Serbia and the 
Serbian Minister of International Economic Relations, officially put into 
operation the IJV’s factory, pointing to the possibility that, with the help of 
the Italian government, other Italian companies will also come to Serbia.

DIRECTOR 10 is CEO and Serbian partner representative on the Managing 
board of IJV3. In addition, he sits on the Serbian partner’s Managing board. 
Prior to the IJV creation, he used to work in the Serbian partner company 
as the CEO. Throughout his 20-year career there, he played a key role in 
developing the company’s brand image and competitive position in the 
market. He was actively involved in the IJV negotiations and has even 
been considered to be instrumental in establishing IJV3.

DIRECTOR 11 is Chairman of the Supervisory board in IJV3, where he 
represents the Serbian partner company. He also holds the role of Chairman 
of the Serbian partner’s Supervisory board. He is a renowned economic 
expert in Serbia and is considered a leading advocate of the privatisation 
movement. He was the member of the working group involved in making 
the first Serbian Law on Privatisation. Although DIRECTOR 11’s ‘main’ 



162  Global Elites

The findings showing director attributes that emerged as influencing director 
role and contribution, which derive from the director’s elite status, are pre-
sented above. These include IJV board director role in the parent company 
and in IJV negotiations, education, professional background/experience, 
reputation and length of relationships.

Role in the partner company and in the IJV negotiations

The findings show that most of the participants sit on their respective parent 
companies’ boards, which confirms the previous literature where most IJV 
boards of directors were top executives from their parent companies (Salk 
and Brannen, 2000; Hambrick et al., 2001; Ravasi and Zattoni, 2001; Currall 
and Inkpen, 2002). The director role in the partner company appears to be a 
determinant of their role in IJV negotiations. For example, DIRECTOR 11 
claims that his role of Chairman of the Serbian’ partner’s Supervisory board 
was important for his active role in the IJV negotiations:

‘As a member of the Serbian partner’s Supervisory board, I had an important 
role in the IJV negotiations in terms of control of whether what our [Serbian 
partner company’s] Managing board members were doing was in sharehold-
ers’ interests. Besides the Serbian partner Managing board’s suggestions, the 
Supervisory board members were also giving their opinion regarding the 
whole IJV concept, including partner selection. In order to be successful in 
that role, I had to learn the details of the situation. I was working in the 

professional role is that of university professor, he plays a key role in 
creating cooperation between the country’s economists and is Supervisory 
board member of different companies in Serbia.

DIRECTOR 12 is Chairman of the Managing board in IJV3. He is also 
the CEO and Chairman of the German partner company’s Managing 
board. Generally, he has enormous experience of being a board member. 
In the German partner’s company Annual Report it is possible to ascertain 
at least a dozen companies’ boards which he sits on. Suffice it to say, he is 
Chairman of almost half of these boards. He has been involved in the 
German partner’s company business for more than 35 years and seems 
to be driving alone the most crucial decisions regarding its strategy. He 
played an active role in the IJV negotiations.

DIRECTOR 13 is the German partner representative on the Managing 
board in IJV3. He is also Member of the German partner’s Managing 
board. He has more than 15 years’ experience in the industry and a board 
network of relationships internationally.

Source: Compiled by the authors.
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team charged with the assessment of various scenarios … and was 
completely satisfied that, by the creation of the IJV, the shareholders’ inter-
ests were not jeopardised. Consequently, the Serbian partner’s Assembly 
made a decision to accept the German partner as the strategic partner for 
the IJV.’ (DIRECTOR 11)

Another example is DIRECTOR 1, who claims that, from the Serbian 
partner’s side, she had almost a decisive role concerning the IJV creation, 
because of the role she holds on the parent company’s board:

‘I had a very important role in negotiations – in terms of whether to enter 
the IJV at all. When I convinced myself that the IJV was a good idea, 
then, as the Serbian partner’s Assembly Chairman, I had to convince the 
Serbian partner’s shareholders about that as well … I must have made 
a good case for the IJV, because at the Assembly meeting, the Serbian 
company’s shareholders unanimously accepted the decision to endorse 
the Serbian partner representatives to continue negotiations with the 
German partner.’ (DIRECTOR 1)

Director role in IJV negotiations further had an impact on their selection for 
the IJV board director role. For example, given his role in the IJV negotiations 
and driving of the IJV vision, DIRECTOR 12 considers it ‘natural’ that he, as 
opposed to someone else, holds the role of the IJV Managing board Chairman. 
He also points out that the Serbian partner representatives are very happy that 
he remains Chairman:

‘Last week, when we had a board meeting, my role should have been 
transferred to the Serbian partner’s Chairman, because the IJV contract 
stipulates that the Chairman’s tenure is two years. However, the Serbian 
partner representatives suggested that we change the IJV contract, so that 
I remain as Chairman! I think they were right in suggesting that, because 
I gave the basic ideas regarding the IJV vision … I had a vision and was 
looking for a partner who would correspond to it. I chose the Serbian 
partner because they had the same objective as us [the German partner 
company].’ (DIRECTOR 12)

DIRECTOR 10 also claims that his leading role in negotiations meant that it 
was expected that he take on the role of the IJV CEO:

‘I was one of the initiators for everything that has happened regarding 
the IJV since the moment I met DIRECTOR 12 and our talks started … 
Also, when we were negotiating the IJV agreement, it was expected that 
I become the IJV CEO. Therefore, when we signed IJV contract, I knew 
I would be taking role of the CEO.’ (DIRECTOR 10)
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Generally, most of the participants were involved in negotiations as 
prospective IJV board directors. This is in line with the previous literature 
(Kanter, 1994; Currall and Inkpen, 2002; Luo, 2002; Adobor, 2004) where 
IJVs are seen as frequently resulting from personal rapport and shared vision 
between the partner companies’ leaders and other senior executives.

Reputation

The findings show that director reputation has also been important for their 
role in negotiations. DIRECTOR 4 claims that owing to his reputation, he 
had an opportunity to influence the IJV vision, ownership structure and 
even the Supervisory board composition:

‘As a reputable lawyer, I was invited to participate in the negotiations proc-
ess, so I was one of the people who negotiated the IJV agreement with the 
German partner … I also insisted that my friend be appointed as a member 
of the Supervisory board, because he could be of great help if there were 
a redundancy situation in the IJV … We negotiated a 50/50 governance 
structure and agreed with the Germans on the IJV goal.’ (DIRECTOR 4)

The findings also show that director reputation influences their role selection. 
For example, DIRECTOR 4 claims that he was appointed as the Serbian 
partner representative on the IJV Managing board primarily because of his 
political reputation, whereas the choice of DIRECTOR 3 for the role of CEO 
seems to be directly influenced by both his professional reputation and 
personal background:

‘I have been “recommended” to be the IJV Managing board member 
based on my political background and reputation.’ (DIRECTOR 4)

‘Since DIRECTOR 3 enjoys respect as our colleague and descendant of the 
Serbian partner company’s founder, the German partner insisted that he 
be the IJV CEO. This could be seen as their respect of the Serbian partner’s 
tradition and of a founder of such an old company.’ (DIRECTOR 1)

Moreover, IJV board directors’ reputation is seen as driving their motivation, 
which, in turn, ‘implies’ trust:

‘People sitting on the IJV board are all highly reputable experts and are 
thus genuinely interested in the IJV success. I believe that this implies the 
presence of a high level of trust between them; otherwise, they wouldn’t 
be sitting there.’ (DIRECTOR 2)

These results are in line with the view in the previous literature (Langevoort, 
2001) that director contribution is expected to be driven by their reputation.
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Education and professional background/experience

The IJV board director’s education and professional background/expertise 
emerged as factors influencing their contribution, both in terms of director 
behaviour (for example, a tendency to rely on formal contract appears to 
be driven by the director’s legal professional background) and in terms of a 
director’s knowledge of business and competence-based trust.

DIRECTOR 1 points to the significance of her education and previous 
experience for her effective contribution in terms of her good preparation 
and her ability to have an impact on the Assembly’s decisions:

‘I have a background in political studies and used to work for a while in 
a solicitor’s office, so they say I have some sort of “solicitor’s cleverness” – 
I can prepare the argument very well, so, perhaps, that makes me be more 
convincing.’ (DIRECTOR 1)

DIRECTOR 8 also points out that his education is particularly important 
for his role:

‘My PhD thesis was on game theory and rational decision-making. 
Although I don’t think that this theory really has a practical application 
in business, still, this background is important for me, since in the first 
part of decision-making and defining the alternatives, a rational, scien-
tific approach is essential.’ (DIRECTOR 8)

Generally, the directors see their education and professional background as 
important for their successful contribution:

‘Ideally, people on the board should all have higher education and pos-
sess expert knowledge, for example, in economy. It is not a coincidence 
that I have a degree in economics.’ (DIRECTOR 2)

‘Given the situation in the country, the success of these companies is a 
result of extremely good people who lead them, which is, in turn, a result 
their excellent education and knowledge of business.’ (DIRECTOR 11)

The results also point to the link between directors’ different professional 
backgrounds/expertise and education and the existence of different views 
on the IJV board, which further impact board interactions:

‘Since the board consists of people with different professional backgrounds, 
there is always a possibility that some of them would have different views 
and ideas about a particular decision and consequently try to influence 
and modify it.’ (DIRECTOR 2)
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Generally, the above findings support the previous literature where an 
individual’s education and professional background are seen as confer-
ring the individual with certain information and mindset (Forbes and 
Milliken, 1999; Hambrick et al., 2001; Li and Hambrick, 2005) and, in a board-
room context, affecting an individual board director’s ability to influence 
board decision-making (Ingley and Van der Walt, 2003; Sherwin, 2003).

Length of relationships

The findings also show that length of relationships with others is directly 
related to the reputation and trust that other directors have in the direc-
tor’s competence. This is in turn related to the directors’ role in the 
partner company, their involvement in IJV negotiations, their selection 
for the role on the IJV board, as well as their ability to impact board 
decisions.

For example, DIRECTOR 1 argues that both her professional respect and 
length of relationships with other Serbian partner representatives have 
been very important for trust that the Serbian partner representatives on 
the IJV board have in her decisions:

‘I had been working in the Serbian partner company for 25 years, 
have known many people there and have had very good relationships 
with them. So, to be “modest”, I can say I enjoy respect in my profes-
sion. I think it contributes to trust that others have in my decisions.’ 
(DIRECTOR 1)

For DIRECTOR 10, other directors’ trust in his competence, based on both 
expertise and length of relationships, appears to be very important for his 
successful contribution:

‘The person who appoints an expert to a position needs to be an expert 
himself. But the essential question is, whether you have confidence 
in people. I have been lucky to be working with the Serbian partner’s 
Chairman for 25 years. DIRECTOR 12 has also been in this business for 
over 30 years. For all these years, the basis for everything was trust and 
complete openness.’ (DIRECTOR 10)

DIRECTOR 7 argues that his previous experience of working in the Serbian 
partner’s company and, thus, the length of relationships with the Serbian 
partner’s Chairman and the other Serbian partner representative on the IJV 
Managing board, helps him a lot in preparing the boardroom agenda. He 
simply ‘knows’ their expectations about strategic decisions:

‘Performing my role perhaps seems complicated and difficult, but it 
isn’t, because I was working in the Serbian partner company for 21 years. 
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I’ve known the Serbian partner’s Chairman and the other Serbian partner 
representative for such a long time. So I simply know how they think, 
what they want and how.’ (DIRECTOR 7)

Similarly, the length of relationships between DIRECTOR 11 and other 
directors and their mutual trust and respect based on their professional 
backgrounds also facilitate his contribution:

‘Given that I’ve been Chairman of the Serbian partner’s Supervisory board 
for five years and I’ve been holding the same role in the IJV since the 
beginning of its operation, I’ve had a great pleasure and honour to work 
with DIRECTOR 10 and the Serbian partner’s Chairman. We’ve known 
each other for a long time and we’ve learned about each other through 
work. So, our trust has been developed on a professional basis and respect, 
which enormously facilitates my contribution … DIRECTOR 10 and the 
Serbian partner’s Chairman are really business elite and represent a great 
motivating factor to me.’ (DIRECTOR 11)

The role that length of relationships plays in developing IJV board directors’ 
interpersonal trust represents an important implication for this research, 
given that the corporate governance literature shows that board members’ 
familiarity with each other is likely to lead to higher levels of cohesive-
ness and, possibly, to better use of their knowledge and skills (Forbes and 
Milliken, 1999).

Summary

The research findings presented above point to director role in the partner 
company and their reputation as determinants of their role in IJV negotiations. 
Director role in IJV negotiations, again together with their reputation, further 
impacts on their selection for the IJV board director role. The results also show 
that length of relationships with other directors directly concerns their reputa-
tion and impacts on trust in their competence. Finally, the IJV board director’s 
education and professional background/expertise emerged as factors influenc-
ing director contribution, particularly regarding their knowledge, trust and 
motivation. Figure 10.1 summarises these findings and illustrates the impact 
of IJV director ‘elite status’ on their role and contribution.

Conducting research on elites in the IJV context: reflection
and learning

The study shows that conducting research on elites in the IJV context 
involves a number of issues, staring from gaining access to elites through 
the issues regarding the use of the interview protocol, time, openness, con-
fidentiality and culture.
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Gaining access

Whilst the issue of gaining access to elites in complex organisations 
such as IJVs did have some influence on the number and selection of 
cases in this research, the study also supports the notion in the litera-
ture (Welch et al., 2002) that, to gain access to elites, it is important to 
know others that the elites know. For example, ‘a friend of a friend’ was 
the access facilitator (AF) for IJV1, as he had known some of the board 
directors there for years. Knowing well the internal relationships within 
IJV1, the AF helped enormously in creating the ‘sampling strategy’ for 
this research. For example, the AF recommended that the first interview 
be with a member of the Assembly (DIRECTOR 1) who could help in 
both gaining access to other directors as well as providing clearer pic-
ture of IJV1. Then, the idea was to talk to a member of the Supervisory 
board (DIRECTOR 2). This person could, further, facilitate access to the 
CEO (DIRECTOR 3). The AF would enable access to the Vice-Chairman 
of the Managing board (DIRECTOR 4) as well, who would also facilitate 
access to the CEO. Finally, the CEO could help in contacting his Deputy 
(DIRECTOR 5), who could in turn facilitate access to other German partner 
representatives on the IJV board (e.g. DIRECTOR 6). Needless to say, this 
strategy worked very well.

In similar vein, gaining access to board directors of IJV2 and IJV3 was 
through personal contacts with CEOs from both IJVs (DIRECTOR 7 and 
DIRECTOR 10 respectively). After interviews were conducted with both 
CEOs, each of them then facilitated access to other board directors in their 
respective IJVs (DIRECTOR 8, DIRECTOR 9, DIRECTOR 11, DIRECTOR 12 

Figure 10.1 Impact of IJV director ‘elite status’ on their role and contribution
Source: Compiled by the authors.
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and DIRECTOR 13). This confirms Yeung’s (1995) notion that sometimes 
decisions on access may only be made at an elite level.

Use of interview protocol and interview themes/questions

Welch et al. (2002) suggest that, as opposed to non-elites, elite interviewees 
are more likely to use the interview protocol as an initial orientation to 
select and order their responses, but would not consult the list of questions 
during the interview. This is because they are much more confident in 
making a judgement on which issues were most relevant to the researcher’s 
study. In this research, this was the case with a majority of informants. For 
example, DIRECTOR 3 and DIRECTOR 5 preferred to summarise some of 
the questions into a story, allowing for just a few interruptions on the part 
of the researcher. On the other hand, DIRECTOR 10 seemed to have decided 
on what was important to talk about and it took the researcher some 
patience and effort to steer the conversation in the direction she wanted. 
DIRECTOR 11 was even more ‘direct’ in this respect, by saying, ‘Let me tell 
you the story I think is relevant for your research and then you can ask me 
the questions.’ DIRECTOR 12 provided a more ‘rational’ explanation for 
not ‘adhering’ to the interview questions: ‘You’ll understand my experience 
from running an IJV better if I gave you examples than if I only answered 
the list of questions.’ Probably the most extreme example was DIRECTOR 7, 
who said: ‘The Western literature regarding boards and IJVs is definitely 
mystified! I looked at your questions and thought I’d be able to answer 
them all in just one sentence!’

Still, most of the participants explicitly stated that the interview was very 
interesting and made supportive comments such as ‘That’s a very good 
question’. For example, DIRECTOR 6 argued that the questions helped him 
clarify certain things, whilst for DIRECTOR 8, the interview was ‘a good 
opportunity to exchange opinions’ and also recall his time of working at 
the university.

The above described experience shows that it really an ‘art’ to try to elicit 
the information from elites and cover the interview questions/themes. For 
that, preventing the ‘danger’ of the elite participants talking only about 
what they regarded as important, and, at the same time, being flexible in 
allowing them to open up new perspectives, was important. As a result, 
each of the directors has provided information that has considerably 
enriched the information gathered in this study.

Time

Another issue concerns the time needed to get the interviews from the elite. 
For example, setting up an interview with DIRECTOR 5 took almost three 
months due to his extremely busy schedule and the fact that he was not 
always in Serbia but was travelling to Germany. The usual reply was either 
he was not in the country or he should be booked three weeks in advance. 
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Yet, it was not possible to book the interview with him in advance because 
‘he deals with things as they come’. Finally, an agreement for the interview 
with DIRECTOR 5 was made primarily owing to good rapport created with 
DIRECTOR 3’s secretary, as well as DIRECTOR 3’s personal recommendation. 
Setting up the interviews with the German partner representatives from IJV3 
board (DIRECTOR 12 and DIRECTOR 13) also took several months due to 
their busy schedule.

On the other hand, once the interview was set up, the degree of enthusi-
asm with which most of the directors participated was notable. For exam-
ple, meeting DIRECTOR 1 and DIRECTOR 2 in their office in IJV1 was very 
pleasant experience as the atmosphere there was very welcoming. Another 
example is DIRECTOR 12, who even cancelled the meeting he was supposed 
to have after the interview, in order to devote more time to the interview.

Openness and confidentiality

The research topic and its perceived sensitivity among elites can be critical for 
their openness (Welch et al., 2002). Elites may answer questions in a guarded 
fashion because of fears that their comments may be used against them, like 
DIRECTOR 4, whose concerns about anonymity might be very real. This 
further leads to the ethical issue in this research in that the informants can 
easily be recognised.

To exemplify this, generally, it was very difficult to persuade DIRECTOR 4 
to participate in the research. He was very cautious so it proved necessary 
that the AF and DIRECTOR 4’s friend join the interview. It became appar-
ent later that the reason for DIRECTOR 4’s reluctance to be interviewed and 
for bringing someone with him was his concern regarding confidentiality. 
This is probably best exemplified through his direct warning: ‘Since this 
conversation is recorded, I hope you are not going to abuse the information 
provided here in any way. For that reason I have brought two friends of mine 
here, as I am very cautious person.’

In addition, whilst DIRECTOR 6 easily agreed on the interview, his first 
sentence at the start of the interview was, nevertheless, ‘Please don’t mention 
my name!’ DIRECTOR 10 also showed some concern about confidentiality, as 
he explicitly noted that some of the documents he prepared for the research 
were ‘internal’. Moreover, the presence of his personal assistant and brand 
manager at the interview could also be seen as indicators of this concern. 
Hence it was important to reassure DIRECTOR 10 that the documents and 
information would be treated strictly confidentially and that, for any publica-
tion, he would be asked for permission.

On the other hand, in contrast to Groot and Merchant (2000), who were 
unable to get a copy of IJV contract from any of the IJVs they studied because 
the contract seemed to contain some elements that were highly confidential, 
access to documentation in all three IJVs was not an issue. In fact, the 
participants prepared, without even being asked for it, the IJV contract 
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(DIRECTOR 3, DIRECTOR 7 and DIRECTOR 10) and some other important 
documents, such as the Supervisory board agenda (DIRECTOR 2), presenta-
tion slides for the board meeting (DIRECTOR 8 and DIRECTOR 10), and 
even a paper about the IJV written by one of the participants (DIRECTOR 10). 
Whether or not the reason for this is that IJV contracts and other documents 
seem not to have many ‘too confidential’ elements, this reflects willingness 
on the part of the informants to help with the research. Moreover, none of 
the participants asked the researcher to sign any official secrecy agreement nor 
did the researcher encounter any reluctance concerning the taping of the inter-
views. The latter seemed even encouraged (‘goes without saying’).

Moreover, the directors were sometimes too open, which raised an ethical 
question of what information to divulge and whether some information 
could be used at all for the study. In fact, some of the director comments 
were so frank they have been unusable. This confirms Welch et al.’s (2002) 
view that a high degree of elite openness in providing information does not 
necessarily equate to a high level of usefulness.

Culture

It can be argued that one really needs to be from a particular country to 
manage to ‘elicit’ some information from elites in that country. Knowledge 
of the culture and mindset of the people being approached and interviewed 
is crucial here. This research experience shows that in Serbia it is necessary 
to create a good rapport with everyone, including the secretaries of the 
key people. Once the ‘right’ access facilitator is found, and information 
on director mobile phone numbers obtained (again, a ‘normal’ thing in 
Serbia), the situation becomes much easier.

Conclusion

Based on qualitative exploratory case studies of board directors from three 
IJVs, the chapter presented the empirical evidence concerning board directors 
as elites in the context of IJVs, with a focus on IJV director attributes that 
derive from the director’s ‘elite status’ and emerged as influencing director 
role and contribution to board effectiveness. These characteristics include 
IJV board director role in IJV negotiations, role in the parent company, 
education, professional background/experience, reputation and length of 
relationships.

The chapter holds theoretical, practical and methodological implications. 
It provides evidence regarding the aspects of IJV board director role and 
contribution that have been largely under-researched and thus contributes 
to the literature on corporate elites, role and IJVs. Practically, the discussion 
points to the importance of taking into account director reputation, education 
and professional background/experience, length of their relationships, role 
in the parent company and IJV negotiations for their role and contribution. 
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The study also shows that conducting research on elites in the IJV context 
involves a number of issues, starting from gaining access to elites through 
the issues regarding the use of the interview protocol, time, openness, confi-
dentiality and culture.
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Joining the Global Elites: Dilemmas 
for China in Reforming its Systems 
of Scientific and Technological 
Innovation
Shaowei He and Richard Sanders

Introduction

China presents us with many puzzles. Is it a developed or still developing 
economy, is it capitalist or communist, planned or market-led? Many of 
these puzzles find resonance in the country’s latest scheme to attract global 
scientific elites for not only does the initiative represent China’s strategy 
to reform its national innovation system, but it also offers a lens through 
which to understand this huge and dynamic country and an opportunity to 
confront the puzzles within it.

The transition of the Chinese economy and its 
systems of innovation

China has maintained very rapid economic growth and development over 
the last three decades; indeed the scale and speed of economic growth, at 
approximately 9% per annum since 1980, is nothing short of heroic (it 
must be remembered that the only country in modern times to achieve 
anything close to such rates of GDP growth – Japan between the 1950s 
and 1970s – has a population one-tenth the size of China’s). Economic 
reforms, including the launch of the ‘open door’ policy in the early 1980s 
and the accession of China to the World Trade Organization in 2001 have 
paved the way for this extraordinary performance and the country has 
now re-emerged – after many centuries – as a major power in the world 
economy. In purchasing power parity (PPP) terms, China is now the second 
largest economy in the world and not only a major destination for foreign 
direct investment but also a source as Chinese companies export increasing 
amounts of capital abroad. Although GDP per capita is still low compared 
to the OECD average, recent economic growth in China has nonetheless 
allowed more of the world’s population to escape poverty than at any other 
time in human history.



Joining the Global Elites  175

Underlying China’s impressive achievement has been a fundamental 
and ongoing reform of all aspects of the society and in particular of the 
economic system itself. In contrast to the ‘big-bang’ model adopted by the 
economies of the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in the 1990s, 
China has taken a gradual, pragmatic and experimental approach to reform 
(‘crossing the river by feeling the stones’), leading to the parallel existence 
of a planned and a market economy. While some observers argue that this 
gradual approach has focused on changes at the microeconomic level, delay-
ing reforms in the macroeconomic environment (OECD, 2008a), the overall 
scale, scope and success of the reforms in achieving material economic 
progress are undeniable.

In parallel to China’s economic reforms has been a modernisation strategy 
which emphasises science and technology and enlarging the innovative 
capacity of Chinese industry. Thus, China is not satisfied with merely 
becoming the (low-tech) ‘workshop of the world’. In practice, when the 
Chinese leaders called for reforms to modernise the country as early as 
the mid-1970s – ‘the four modernisations’ – they specifically referred to 
the modernisation of industry, agriculture, national defence and science 
and technology. Since then, great efforts have been undertaken to reform 
the educational system not only to supply the required skills but also to 
foster students’ creativity. A range of initiatives have been set up to encour-
age firms in acquiring and absorbing imported technologies. Meanwhile, 
reforms have also been made to strengthen cooperation between the science 
and technology community and the industrial sector by ‘breaking the verti-
cal separation of the old R&D and production systems under the planned 
economy and stimulating market-based relationships between the two 
sectors’ (OECD, 2008a: 426). In 1995, the authorities launched a strategy 
of ‘revitalising the country with science, technology and education’ (kejiao 
xing guo), attaching great importance to the role of science and technology 
in stimulating growth and development.

More recent years have seen an increasing pace in the mobilisation 
of resources to further upgrade China’s innovation capacity. Apart from 
continuously seeking better access to global knowledge and technologies, 
China has focused on becoming part of what has been seen as a new global 
knowledge-based elite network based on science and technology, to include 
ICT and biotechnology.

Thanks to the government’s rapid, decades-long commitment to research 
and development (R&D) expenditure, China’s R&D intensity – R&D expendi-
ture as a share of GDP – reached 1.42% in 2006, up from 0.7% in 1998. 
Indeed, since 1999, China’s spending on R&D has increased by more than 
20% each year (Wilsdon and Keeley, 2007). As a result of the market-oriented 
reforms, industry has begun to play a major role in the R&D system. In addi-
tion to the rapid increase in R&D expenditure, China has become home 
to the world’s second largest stock of science and technology personnel, 
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Table 11.1 China’s science and technology inputs and outputs

Quantity Year

% GDP spent on R&D 0.7%
1.42%

1998
2006

S&T workforce 2.25 million scientists 
and engineers

2004

Enrolment in tertiary education 15 million 2004

Number of colleges and universities 1,731 2004

Number of scientific publications 
(in the Science Citation Index – SCI)

13,500
46,000

1995
2004

Share of world citations 0.92%
3.78%

1995
2004

Applications for invention patents 130,000 2005

Growth rate of invention patent 
applications

23% annually since 
2000

2005

Inflows of foreign direct investment $72.6 billion 2005

Multinational R&D centres in China 750 2005

Source: Adapted from Wilsdon and Keeley (2007).

second only to the United States (OECD, 2008b). Attracted by the quality 
of human resources for science and technology and the massive Chinese 
market, there has been a strong increase in R&D investment by foreign firms 
in the last decade there.

Science and technology outputs have also grown, although sometimes 
not at the same pace as inputs. China has become a large exporter of high 
technology products. It has jumped from thirteenth place in the mid-
1990s to fourth place in terms of share of world total publications (CREST, 
2007). Table 11.1 illustrates some of the important achievements China has 
made over the last fifteen years.

Indeed such is the pace of China’s progress in upgrading its innovation 
capacity that the OECD (2008a) has ranked the country as the second largest 
R&D spender in terms of purchasing power parity, just behind the USA. 
Commentators have begun to consider whether or not China is destined to 
become the next scientific superpower (e.g. Wilsdon and Keeley, 2007).

Although the transition and upgrading of the Chinese economy and its 
innovation system has been impressive, there remain tremendous challenges 
facing the country. In particular, it has been pointed out that it is extremely 
difficult to maintain sustainable development with its current growth model 
based as it is on ‘a combination of low-cost manufacturing, imported tech-
nology and substantial flows of foreign investment’ (Wilsdon and Keeley, 
2007). Major challenges include income inequality between urban and 
rural areas and also between the western and eastern parts of the country, 
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fundamental demographic shifts owing to a rapidly ageing population and 
environmental and ecological challenges caused by rapid economic growth, 
industrialisation and urbanisation (OECD 2008a).

With regard to China’s system of scientific and technological innovation, 
universities have been struggling with a dramatic expansion of students, with 
considerable concern about the mismatch between the quality of the gradu-
ates and the skills demanded in the labour market. In addition, despite a rapid 
increase of R&D investment in the business sector, R&D expenditure as a share 
of value-added remains low (CREST, 2007). Partly because of this, China is 
still unhealthily reliant on foreign technologies. Indeed, a large share of 
China’s high-tech export is based simply on the assembly of imported high-
tech components. It is reported, furthermore, that only 0.03% of Chinese 
firms own the intellectual property rights (IPR) of the core technologies they 
use (Wilsdon and Keeley, 2007).

The Chinese authorities are well aware of the challenge of making the coun-
try’s future development economically, socially and ecologically sustainable, 
and of achieving a more balanced pattern of development. They acknowl-
edge, in particular, that developing innovation capacity can significantly help 
to escape from the ‘low-end path’ of development characterised by intensive 
use of low-skilled labour and natural resources and the low level of techno-
logical capabilities so characteristic of the early years of reform. They have 
taken steps, through pushing concepts such as ‘the harmonious society’ and 
‘the innovative economy’, to shift towards a new development model and to 
achieve greater social, ecological and environmental sustainability.

The internationalisation of innovation and the search for 
global scientific elites

To many observers, globalisation in the last several decades has involved 
developing countries, particularly Asian economies, building up their indus-
trial production capacities rapidly while innovation activities have remained 
concentrated in OECD countries. This is beginning to change. Indeed, in 
recent years, the world has experienced an increasing trend towards the 
internationalisation of science, technology and innovation, manifested by the 
rapidly growing volume of cross-border technology transfer, joint generation 
of knowledge to include international co-publications and co-patenting 
activities, offshoring of corporate R&D activities and increased mobility of 
science and technology personnel, all increasingly involving developing 
countries (see, for example, OECD, 2008b).

Increased mobility of such personnel is part of the process of the inter-
nationalisation of innovation. The movement of highly skilled people has 
intensified as economic activity becomes ever more globalised. Moreover, 
the growing emphasis of knowledge means that countries across the world 
have a greater appetite for highly skilled specialists who are able to understand, 
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access and exploit knowledge and consequently contribute to innovation 
and economic prosperity.

It is no surprise therefore, although less well-reported than the compe-
tition for raw materials and capital, that there has also been increasing 
competition between countries and between firms for highly skilled people. 
Against the background of the internationalisation of innovation, many 
countries have set up schemes to attract top scientists and researchers and 
encourage international mobility of highly skilled people. The European Union 
Scientific and Technological Research Committee reported that the majority 
of its member states have national policy measures in place to enhance 
the mobility of researchers through governmental funds (CREST, 2007). 
Finland, for example, launched a new funding programme to recruit foreign 
top researchers in 2005. Similar polices have been found in other countries 
(OECD 2008b, 2008c).

Developing countries such as China and India have recently joined the 
developed world to include the USA, the EU, Japan, Canada and Australia 
in chasing highly skilled people (Wyckoff and Schapper, 2005). China, in 
particular, has scaled up its efforts recently and has targeted the large pool 
of talent amongst the more than one million mainland Chinese who have 
travelled abroad to study and work. China has recognised that the networks 
maintained by repatriates with their former host country can be vital to 
knowledge creation and transmission. Using examples from India, China, 
Malaysia and Chinese Taipei, research has shown that highly skilled repatri-
ates have played a key role in developing high-technology sectors in these 
countries (Saxenian, 2006; Lazonick, 2007).

In the 1990s, there were a number of high-profile schemes initiated in 
China by some of the key science and technology institutions for returnees. For 
example, the Ministry of Education launched the Chung Kong scholarship 
in 1998 to encourage overseas Chinese scholars to return to China, funded 
by a Hong Kong billionaire. In the following ten years, 115 universities 
participated and recruited 1,308 professors from overseas, 38 of whom have 
become academicians of either the Chinese Academy of Science (CAS) or the 
Chinese Academy of Engineering (CAE). Meanwhile the CAS itself initiated 
the ‘One Hundred Talent Programme’ in 1994 which offered promising scien-
tists under the age of forty-five 2 million RMB (approximately £200,000) 
in the form of research funding, equipment expenditure and housing 
benefit in order to lure them back to China. This scheme funded more than 
1,300 highly skilled returnees, among whom 20 have become Academicians 
of the CAS. The National Natural Science Fund’s ‘Distinguished Young 
Scholars’ offered similar incentives to overseas Chinese scientists who were 
willing to return. There have been other smaller-scale programmes from 
various science and technology institutions. Moreover, provincial and 
regional government have also introduced their own initiatives to encourage 
the return of overseas scholars and graduates.
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While there have been some successful initiatives in the past, the Chinese 
authorities’ efforts to lure back repatriates have intensified in recent years. 
Incentives offered to returnees now include low-interest loans and high 
salaries, government subsidies, tax deductions, IPR incentives and priority 
employment for spouses and education enrolment for children (CREST, 
2007; OECD, 2008a). Highly skilled returnees are also exempt from the 
household registration system – the hukou – and therefore are able to choose 
to live and work wherever they like.

Despite the lucrative incentives, however, the results of these initiatives to 
date appear to be rather mixed. On the plus side, according to the Ministry 
of Education, 77% of the presidents of Chinese universities, 84% of the 
academicians at the CAS and 75% of the academicians at the CAE have 
overseas study and/or work experience. But while the government schemes 
mentioned above have attracted some top scientists back from abroad, 
the number of returnees still falls short of what is needed (OECD, 2008a). 
Indeed, the Communist Party’s Central Personnel Department, in charge 
of policy-making and the implementation of senior level human resource 
management, has admitted that the quantity and quality of the returnees is 
still far from meeting the future needs of China. In particular, the country 
is still short of top scientists who are able to make scientific breakthroughs 
in key areas. Meanwhile, among those who have returned, it is claimed that 
some were merely opportunists pursuing windfall benefits.

Looking at the broader picture, it has been reported that, altogether, about 
319,700 overseas gradates have returned between 1978 and 2007. However, 
this still means that about 75% of the over one million Chinese who have 
studied or are studying abroad have not returned home. The number of 
returnees falls short of what would be needed to significantly reduce the 
current and prospective shortages of certain types of skills (OECD, 2008a). 
It is widely assumed that those who remain overseas include many of the 
best and brightest (Cao, 2007; Wilsdon and Keeley, 2007). And some of 
the latest news suggests that things are not getting any better. It is reported 
that since 1985, Tsinghua University and Beijing University, the two most 
prestigious universities in China, have seen, respectively, 80% and 76% of 
their science graduates leaving for the United States. In 2006, they became 
the top two suppliers of PhD students in the USA, surpassing University of 
California at Berkeley.

China has certainly felt the pain of this brain drain and the urgency to 
lure back more expatriates has become ever more acute in the context of 
the authorities’ push for innovation. The Chinese government plans to 
raise R&D intensity from 1.42% of GDP in 2005 to 2% in 2010 and 2.5% in 
2020. However, there remains a great deal of tension between the push for 
innovation and the capacity of the system to deliver it. The OECD estimates 
that China needs an additional 2.6 million researchers over and above the 
numbers in 2005 in order to meet the target of 2.5% R&D intensity by 2020 
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and that there will be a large gap even if the current level of growth in the 
absolute number of researchers is maintained (OECD, 2008a). Recognising 
that the country lacks scientific leadership and that its national innovation 
system is intimately embedded in global networks and flows of knowledge, 
capital and talent, the Chinese authorities have now decided to launch a 
new flagship initiative to attract top scientists from overseas. Acknowledging 
that innovation plays a key role in future sustainable development, China 
has stepped up its efforts in human capital formation and in the enhance-
ment of its capabilities in science, technology and innovation. Thus, one of 
the most recent and striking schemes has been a flagship initiative called the 
‘One Thousand Talents Scheme’ with the aim of attracting global scientific 
elites – and particularly those of Chinese origin – back to China.

The One Thousand Talents Scheme and global scientific elites

Chinese leaders since the inception of the People’s Republic in 1949 have 
always displayed a strong commitment to science and technology. However, 
their beliefs in the power of science and technology to deliver social and 
economic progress have become ever stronger as more and more of its cur-
rent leaders have been trained in science and technology subjects. With the 
acknowledgement of the challenges to securing sustainable development 
and a strong faith in science, technology and innovation to help China 
overcome these challenges, the State Council, on 9 February 2006, outlined 
the Medium to Long Term National Plan for the Development of Science 
and Technology (2006–20). The overarching aim of the plan is to boost the 
country’s innovation capacity to sustain economic growth and development 
and at the same time to provide technological solutions to social and envi-
ronment challenges. Apart from reform programmes in intellectual property 
rights, scientific institutions and industrial innovations, the Plan identifies a 
number of key science and technology priorities and aims to increase China’s 
spending on science to 2% of its GDP in 2010 and 2.5% in 2020, by which 
time the country will have become an ‘innovation-oriented economy’.

Following up the Medium to Long Term Plan, the Central Organisation 
Department of the Chinese Communist Party launched the ‘One Thousand 
Global Talents Scheme’ to help China make the transition from the ‘workshop 
of the world’ to an ‘innovation-orientated economy’. The scheme repre-
sents China’s latest effort in a global hunt for top-notch talents and plans to 
recruit 2,000 talents of any nationality (but particularly targeting overseas 
Chinese) in the next five to ten years. Candidates will normally be under 55 
years old and hold an overseas doctorate degree. They should also fulfil one 
of the following criteria: (1) have an academic title equivalent to professor in 
internationally renowned universities and research institutions; (2) work as a 
senior manager or professional within a well-known international company 
or finance institution; (3) have developed technologies and patents and 
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established their own businesses abroad; or (4) have other highly innovative 
or entrepreneurial talents.

According to the scheme, there are four recruitment routes:

1. Via national key innovation projects: talents via this platform will be 
recruited for the national key scientific projects specified in the Medium to 
Long Term National Plan for the Development of Science and Technology 
(2006–20) and another two key national basic research projects called 
863 and 975 projects. The Ministry of Science and Technology will 
administer the candidate application and evaluation processes.

2. Via key scientific subjects and laboratories: these are to recruit talents 
for universities and key national scientific laboratories, which are 
administered by the Ministry of Education and Ministry of Science and 
Technology respectively.

3. Via enterprises (with an emphasis on state-owned enterprises) and 
finance institutions. The processes are administered by the State-owned 
Assets Supervision and Administration Commission and the People’s 
Bank of China respectively.

4. Via high-tech parks: these are to attract returnees to set up businesses 
in various types of high-tech parks. The process is administered by the 
Ministry of Science and Technology and Ministry of Human Resources.

Since it was launched in early 2009, the scheme has recruited 825 talented 
individuals. It is noticeable that, although the scheme has a focus on Chinese 
expatriates, it does not exclude top talents of non-Chinese origin. Indeed, 
among the latest list of 163 recruited talents, 104 hold foreign passports and 3 
are of non-Chinese origin.

It is easy to find close links between the scheme and the Medium to 
Long Term National Plan for the Development of Science and Technology 
(2006–20). The scheme is viewed as a strategic action to transform China 
into an ‘innovation-oriented country’. There is a strong emphasis that the 
scheme should serve the national science and technology objectives and that 
it should recruit ‘strategic scientists’ and science and technology leadership to 
help bring forward breakthroughs in key scientific areas and develop high-tech 
industries.

It is a high-profile flagship scheme in at least two senses. Firstly, it targets glo-
bal scientific talents who are able to achieve scientific breakthroughs and offer 
scientific leadership as mentioned above. Secondly, the scheme offers global 
competitive financial incentives including a 1 million RMB relocation package 
on top of normal salaries, research funding, hukou exemptions and preferential 
visa policies and medical services for the talents and their relatives.

Arguably, the recruited top talents are joining a prestigious group of scien-
tific elites, giving them enormous power in the elaboration and orientation 
of science and innovation policies in China. Firstly, they are offered the 
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title of National Prestigious Professor, giving them very high social status. 
Secondly, they are able to access many resources not available to the general 
scientific public. For example, many of them are offered senior management 
roles in universities, research institutions, state-owned enterprises and finance 
institutions. Some are also able to take leadership roles in key national scien-
tific projects. Last but not the least, they are connected to the Communist 
Party leadership via the Party’s Central Talents Coordinating Group, which 
coordinates national policy-making in the human resources area and is 
headed by the CCP’s powerful Central Personnel Department. The latest 
manifestation of this is the Party’s invitation to 70 scientific elite personnel 
associated with this scheme to enjoy a week’s holiday at Beidaihe, a tradi-
tional tourist resort for the Party leadership. During their stay, three members 
of the Politburo of the Party’s Central Committee (which includes the most 
powerful twenty-five people in China) including Xi Jinping, the likely 
successor of current Chinese President, Hu Jintao, paid them a visit and held 
conversations with them.

Continuing challenges

It is reported that since the launch of the scheme, more than 100,000 
expatriates returned to China in 2009 alone. It seems that this high-profile 
project has had a rippling effect. However, there are still significant chal-
lenges for the Chinese authorities to identify and recruit the right candidates 
and for the recruited scientific elites to achieve significant scientific break-
throughs and offer scientific leadership and consequently to boost China’s 
innovation capacity.

Challenge 1: Innovation takes more than investment

According to Wilsdon and Keeley (2007: 61) ‘China has a focused and strate-
gic approach to science and innovation policy, which is being supported 
by dramatic increases in funding at every level, and in the overall share of 
GDP devoted to R&D.’ Mobilising resources is obviously one of the strengths 
of the Chinese innovation system. The ‘One Thousand Talents Scheme’ is 
timely as most of the developed countries are hit by the financial crisis and 
cutting education and research budgets. China, in contrast, continues to 
invest in science and technology and is now able to offer talents globally 
competitive salaries. However, there is still the question as to whether China 
is able to lure the ‘best and brightest’ Chinese who are still overseas and allow 
those who have returned to flourish. This depends not only on investment 
in ‘hardware’ and infrastructure for innovation, but also on improvements in 
‘software’ and the culture for innovation, particularly with respect to the 
environment, entrepreneurship, creative culture and wider political reform 
(Leadbeater and Wilsdon, 2007; Wilsdon and Keeley, 2007; OECD, 2008b). 
However, there are worrying signs in this regard.
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Firstly, it is widely accepted that innovation and creativity depends on 
openness and the freedom to debate and disagree. The Chinese education 
system, however, despite recent reforms still encourages largely passive learn-
ing. More worrying to some observers is the fact that the Chinese authorities 
seem to be tightening censorship of the media and the Internet, illustrated, 
for example, in the recent battles between China and Google over the 
control of the Internet and information. To many, the excessive efforts by 
the Chinese authorities to tighten censorship is in direct conflict with its 
desire to encourage science and innovation, with the practice of restricting 
access to the Internet and information having negative repercussions in the 
longer term.

Secondly, there has been a widespread campaign across Chinese universities 
and research organisations for more international publications, especially in 
journals included in the SCI. However, it could be argued that scientific 
institutions in China place more emphasis on quantity rather than quality, 
evaluating and rewarding their scientists accordingly. As spending on R&D 
has increased, so have the society’s expectations for the scientists.

No doubt elite membership of the ‘One Thousand Talents Scheme’ is ‘a 
stepping stone for controlling resources and for gaining material privileges’ 
(Cao, 2010), but the talents recruited via the scheme will soon face mount-
ing pressure on ‘visible’ outcomes. The increasing incidence of academic 
fraud and corruption in recent years testifies to this mounting pressure 
for ‘visible’ outcomes and quantity, associated with an erosion of Chinese 
traditional values and ethics. The most notorious example in recent years 
involved Jin Chen, Dean of the Microelectronics School at Shanghai 
Jiaotong University, who claimed to have developed a groundbreaking 
microchip and subsequently received over £7.5 million in research grants. 
Dr Chen was highly praised by the top Chinese leadership for his alleged 
technological breakthrough, which was found later to have been fraudu-
lent, based as it was on reusing Motorola’s chips, from which he had 
simply erased the original logo and to which he had added that of his 
own company.

Unfortunately, the case of Dr Chen is only the tip of the iceberg of 
academic misconduct in China. According to the Chinese Association for 
Science and Technology, more than 55% of Chinese scientists who responded 
to its recent survey indicated that they knew colleagues who were involved 
in academic misconduct cases including plagiarism and fraud. More worry-
ingly, more than 30% of the respondents were sympathetic to the offenders.

There is therefore a question as to whether the scientific elites recruited 
via the ‘One Thousand Talents Scheme’ are able to transplant the norms 
and values of the world’s learning centres of innovation, to which they have 
long been exposed, to an environment so different from those centres. Apart 
from the cultural shock in dealing with the established hierarchy in the 
established innovation community, they will find themselves in a less open, 
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more closely knit and more quantity and materially driven society. Because 
of this there have already been warnings that without further reform in 
China towards a more transparent, open and autonomous innovation system, 
the recruited ‘One Thousand Talents’ could soon flee from China again to 
whence they had been recruited.

Challenge 2: Political problems

According to Leadbeater and Wilsdon (2007), China is attempting an 
authoritarian modernisation combining markets and Communist rule. It is 
not difficult to find evidence of this nor is it difficult to find evidence of 
the influence of the ubiquitous shadow of politics on the implementation 
of the ‘One Thousand Talents Scheme’. The fact that the Communist Party’s 
Central Personnel Department is in charge of the scheme is closely in line 
with the Party’s basic principle of ‘the Party controlling human resources’. 
Li Yuanchao, Head of the Central Personnel Department and one of the 
members of the Party Politburo of the Central Committee, sees the scheme 
as his own initiative and wants it to work well at least partly if not entirely 
so that he will be in an advantageous position in the forthcoming leadership 
reshuffle in 2012.

Since the launch of the scheme in early 2009, many provincial and regional 
governments have developed their own talent initiatives in line with the 
central scheme, as required by the Party and the central government. The 
Governors and Party Generals in the provinces and regions also have an 
interest in recruiting as many talents as possible, with the aim of winning 
the support of Li Yuanchao in their own political ascendancy bids.

With so much politics at stake, it is no wonder that we have witnessed 
such enthusiasm for the scheme, yet so much politically inspired enthusiasm 
may well be ultimately detrimental to it and to the Chinese innovation 
system more generally. For example, this enthusiasm has led to an almost 
unseemly rush for global scientific talents with the scheme being viewed as 
a political task. Consequently, there is a risk that some will be (have been?) 
recruited without much assessment. By the end of 2009, the scheme had 
already recruited 326 people. However, there is criticism over the rigour of 
the evaluation process with some organisations being preoccupied with 
meeting targets rather than with ensuring that the recruits have the appro-
priate expertise. It was reported that the second round of recruitments of 
the scheme, for example, took less than three months from application to 
the end result and that candidates were evaluated only on the basis of their 
application forms and without an interview process.

Another problem with such overt political involvement is that it may, in 
the end, stifle innovation. Many of the recruited talents will be put in impor-
tant positions such as school deans or heads of research institutions. Some 
of them may even rise to positions at ministerial level, as did Wang Gang 
who worked for Audi in Germany for fifteen years before returning in 2004 
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and becoming, as he is today, Minister of Science and Technology. Indeed, 
as Xi Jinping emphasised when he visited Beidaihe recently, the recruited 
talents will be offered key positions, will participate in key decision-making, 
and lead key scientific subjects. And associated with these administrative 
and management roles come political opportunities. No doubt some will 
become members of the Chinese Communist Party or be selected as deputies 
to the National People’s Congress (NPC) or members of the Chinese People’s 
Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), the country’s highest legislative 
body and political consultation organisation. Apart from the requirement 
that they attend annual sessions, this will give them the opportunity to be 
included in the nation’s political process, involving them in decision-making, 
legislation and consultation and advisory work.

The disadvantage for the scientific elites of taking administrative, manage-
ment and political roles is that they have to spend a great deal of time looking 
after guanxi (relationships) internally and externally and therefore have 
little time for research and innovation, as illustrated in Cao and Suttmeier’s 
(2001) study on Chinese scientific elites. In addition, many have argued that 
the privileges enjoyed by these elites discourage innovation and encourage 
poor scientific practices. It is true that scientific elites have enormous power 
in the elaboration and orientation of science and innovation polices in 
China. The Medium to Long Term National Plan for the Development of 
Science and Technology (2006–20), for example, is partly a result of a two-
year consultation with more than 2,000 scientists, and in the past they have 
managed to persuade the authorities to increase spending on science and 
technology development (Cao, 2007). However, the privileges the scientific 
elites enjoy mean that they risk losing a degree of autonomy and independ-
ence and become more obedient to authority, with implications detrimental 
to science and innovation.

Challenge 3: Open innovation vs. techno-nationalism

Corresponding to the fact that more firms are embracing ‘open’ innovation 
approaches and actively cooperating with actors outside the firm to gain access 
to new knowledge and commercialise their own knowledge, the internation-
alisation of innovation continues to accelerate and spread to an increasing 
number of countries. According to OECD (2008b), there have been significant 
increases in cross-border R&D and international cooperation in scientific 
research and publication. In addition, multinational companies (MNCs) 
increasingly seek to source technology internationally and tap into centres 
of increasingly multi-disciplinary knowledge worldwide. Also, it has become 
evident that a few emerging countries have become increasingly incorpo-
rated within the global innovation networks in recent years.

Increasing international mobility of workers and, in particular, of highly 
skilled science and technology workers, is one of the prominent features 
of internationalised innovation. Those involved spread their knowledge 
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to colleagues when they move and there are also knowledge spillovers to 
others in the same location not only because of geographical proximity and 
social relationships but also through a ‘community of practices’ (Gertler, 
2003) bound together by shared experiences and expertise.

Arguably China has seen some benefits as MNCs establish their R&D 
centres in the country. In particular, the increasing number of returnees 
from the West in recent years suggests that the brain drain in one period 
may well become the source of ‘brain regain’ at a later date (OECD, 2008c). 
Indeed, as stocks of repatriated scientists and engineers return in increasing 
numbers, one may wonder whether China is starting to see a wave of ‘brain 
circulation’ of the sort that South Korea experienced in an earlier period. 
This ‘brain circulation’ represents a complex and decentralised two-way flow 
of skills, capital and technology between different economies. Economic 
geographer Anna Lee Saxenian has recorded how the circulation of skilled 
workers from the Chinese diaspora has contributed to the development of 
high-tech industries and regions in China, transforming local institutions 
and improving local information exchanges there, while at the same time 
maintaining their social and professional ties to the science and technology 
communities in Silicon Valley (Saxenian, 2005).

There are, however, concerns over China’s Medium to Long Term National 
Plan for the Development of Science and Technology (2006–20). Because of 
the Plan’s emphasis on ‘independent innovation’ (zizhu chuangxin) and China’s 
policy in promoting key firms as ‘national champions’, there is some concern 
that China risks becoming overly inward-looking in relation to science and 
technology, impeding international collaborative innovation (e.g. Leadbeater 
and Wilsdon, 2007). One may even trace the origins of this back to Mao’s self-
reliance policies of the 1960s. Without a clear definition of ‘independence’ in 
the context of internationalised innovation, some observers wonder whether 
the implications of ‘independent innovation’ might include reduction in 
support for international collaboration (Wilsdon and Keeley, 2007).

However, speculation over ‘independent innovation’ may merely indicate a 
misunderstanding of China’s policy and a mistranslation of zizhu chuangxin, 
which, as far as we are concerned, involves Chinese institutions and 
scientists merely playing a much more active and leading role in innova-
tion instead of being passive recipients of imported technology. In addition, 
China is sufficiently aware of its diasporas’ foreign relationships for it to 
benefit from brain circulation. Therefore, we suspect the emphasis on zizhu 
chuangxin does not necessarily involve China in withdrawing from the global 
innovation network.

Conclusion

China has been through a remarkable transition journey over the last three 
decades. There has been significant economic growth and improvement in 
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living standards. The reforms cannot be turned back and the market is now 
playing an extremely important role in every corner of the economy. China 
is now a much more open country and people enjoy a much larger degree 
of freedom. On the other hand, the country is still ruled by the Communist 
Party and is faced with the formidable challenge of making its development 
more socially, economically and environmentally sustainable.

It seems that the Chinese authorities increasingly resort to science and inno-
vation to face up to the country’s challenges as evident in its Medium to Long 
Term National Plan for the Development of Science and Technology (2006–20). 
Following up the Plan the high-profile ‘One Thousand Talents Scheme’ aims 
to attract global scientific elites to contribute to the country’s science and tech-
nology development, with a particular focus on luring back top scientists of 
Chinese origin. The scheme itself reflects the transition of the Chinese innova-
tion system to a more open one on the one hand and, on the other, represents 
China’s latest effort to boost its innovation capacity, taking advantage of the 
internationalisation of innovation and large pool of overseas Chinese talents.

With China’s huge spending power and the opportunities its outstanding 
economic growth brings, the scheme seems to be working well with more 
than 800 high-level scientists and professionals since early 2009 having 
been lured back to China as a result of the scheme. No doubt China has an 
advantage in mobilising resources and the returnees will help to energise 
and orchestrate innovation in China. However, whether this ‘brain circulation’ 
is a permanent feature and whether the transition of the Chinese innova-
tion system is successful will depend on a number of factors beyond mere 
investment of financial resources. In particular, to enable global scientific 
elites to transplant the norms and values of the world’s learning centres of 
innovation to China, the Chinese innovation system needs to become more 
transparent, open and autonomous. In addition, there is a strong argument 
for the Chinese authorities to free global scientific elites from tight political 
control and to grant them a greater degree of independence and autonomy. 
Moreover, the Chinese need to clear the doubts around its emphasis on 
zizhu chuangxin and convince their foreign partners that they fully embrace 
the global innovation network and encourage international cooperation.

China is increasingly important in the global economy and it could have a 
disproportionate impact on the global innovation network in the long term. 
The future of its efforts in attracting global scientific elites will send a signal 
as to the direction of the country’s future transition.
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12
Strategising from the Perspective 
of Global Elites
Robert Galavan

‘You just don’t have some whizz kid off in a room doing 
complicated stuff and hey presto it’s like a circus and out 
rolls your strategy.’ (Kevin Toland)

Introduction

The concept of strategy or strategising is central to many aspects of manage-
ment practice today. The concept has evolved as a field of study from its early 
base in business policy formulation, moved through strategic analysis and 
strategic planning, and on to the more action-oriented strategic management 
that links formulation and implementation. It then swings from an outward-
facing perspective to a more inward-looking one that considers strategic 
assets, competences and capabilities as building blocks in a more uncertain 
world. Learning organisations, core competences, open innovation and Blue 
Ocean strategy are among the many frameworks managers have applied to 
the strategy problem in a rapidly changing world. Strategy is big business and 
the quest for the next breakthrough goes on.

Rather than get caught up in the chase for the next idea or search for the 
holy grail of strategy I have taken the opportunity in this chapter to consider 
important issues in strategy as described by global elite strategists, each from 
different industries and with different experiences. What they all have in 
common are successful track records in globally competitive businesses. They 
all have a focus on making strategy work, because their job depends on it.

I conducted interviews with four executives and what follows is a synthesis 
of their thinking, framed by my own biases. Where you spot important 
insights thank the elites, where it falls down blame me.

The four are very different characters and yet what emerged from the 
conversations was a view of strategy with amazing similarity in concept, 
albeit different in context and application.

Each of the participants brought a perspective, insight and personality 
unique to them. Kevin Toland is Chief Executive and President of Glanbia 
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USA and Global Nutritionals, part of a multi-billion Euro food business 
headquartered in Ireland (Kevin works and lives in the USA). Prior to joining 
Glanbia Kevin worked in the drinks industry in Europe and held positions with 
Coca-Cola bottlers in Russia. Kevin could be described as a rapid-fire machine 
gun, although that might unfairly frame him as somewhat less than precise, 
which he isn’t. Kevin is the type of executive that could run through 25 strate-
gic objectives with you in 25 minutes and instantly know to hone in on the one 
you were hoping he would gloss over. Kevin knows the second of the participants, 
Ned Sullivan, quite well. Kevin worked for Ned when Ned was CEO of Glanbia 
PLC. Ned described Kevin as a ‘great contrarian’ in the strategic debates and as 
a valuable counter to the ‘research based process oriented people’.

Ned Sullivan is currently Chairman of a food business and a telecommu-
nications company, Eircom, formerly Ireland’s national carrier. He has also 
chaired businesses as diverse as banking and building. He was formerly CEO 
of Avonmore Waterford, which became Glanbia PLC. Ned also has the dis-
tinction of being the man who brought Baileys Irish Cream to the world (now 
one of the top global brands). He went on to develop his career in Grand 
Metropolitan both in Europe and as President of Asia-Pacific operations.

Peter Robbins is an independent innovation consultant, and was previ-
ously Global Director of Innovation Excellence at GlaxoSmithKline. Peter 
has a rich history in the pharmaceutical industry, but his later times at GSK 
focused on consumer health-care products. His experience working to help 
teams innovate and strategise in this very complex arena brought wonderful 
insights. Finally, I chatted with Jim O’Hara, Vice-President of Intel’s global 
Technology Manufacturing Group and General Manager of Intel’s Irish opera-
tions. Jim has been with Intel in Ireland since 1991 and oversaw development 
from its first fabrication plant and on through the billions of dollars in 
investment that have followed. Jim has high-technology manufacturing in 
his bloodstream and the experience of a player from a world-leading highly 
capital-intensive business in the IT sector nicely rounds out the group.

For such diverse characters bringing very different industry and personal 
perspectives one would expect very diverging views. Indeed there were 
differences, for example, some talked of the teasing out of strategy and the 
evolving dialogue where others describe more blunt exchanges. But behind 
the different manifestations, they all talked in some shape or form about 
the importance of the strategic conversation, the engagement of people in 
challenge and dialogue, and the need for focus and flexibility.

Simultaneously managing complexity and simplicity

‘Beyond the hill of complexity lies simplicity.’ (Ned Sullivan)

One of the many fascinating insights from the conversations was the ability 
of each of these global elites to deal with the complexity of strategy, but 
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at the same time not be bound by it. When somebody tells you that a 
phenomenon that is manifestly complex, is actually quite simple, there are 
two possible explanations. One, they have not grasped the full impact of the 
situation they face or two, they understand the complexities very well, but 
realise that if they are to get others to engage they must simplify it (with-
out losing its essence). Elite leaders in these situations have the capacity to 
absorb complexity and its underlying uncertainty, and from the morass, 
extract simple coherent principles.

At the product level Ned Sullivan described the almost torturous process of 
iteration after iteration while developing the Baileys brand – now one of the 
world’s leading liqueurs – concluding that developing the Baileys brand was 
simple ‘although it didn’t seem simple at the time’.

‘But we eventually realised that it was blindingly simple in a way and we 
come back to the core of what the brand was or what makes the brand 
tick, which was that it tastes great to most people.’

The detailed work that follows the simple principles is then actually fairly 
straightforward because while the principles are complicated, in the sense 
that they take time and detail to work through, they are not all that complex, 
they have underlying principles that guide the decision-making through the 
other levels. As Ned described it, once the core of the brand had been simpli-
fied the job was then to

‘… get out of our own way and make the brand available through 
distribution, make it appealing through advertising, make it contem-
porary, keep it relevant and stuff like keeping the pricing and packaging 
right. I wouldn’t say it was straightforward, but once we’d kind of got 
the formula, if you like, it was more just about hard work to imple-
ment it.’

Clarity and focus with flexibility

‘So where are you off to, where’s the hill, how quickly do you want 
to climb it, and what are you prepared to do to climb it. It’s all very 
ordinary, unsophisticated stuff. All the sophisticated analysis and the 
scenarios and the evaluation and the thinking to me are really the tools 
of achieving simple clear answers to those first couple of questions.’ 
(Kevin Toland)

Over and over again in the interviews the job of making strategy simple kept 
coming up. Simple but not simplistic, and not simple in a way that resolves 
issues beyond thought processes, but simple in a way that allows you to get 
to the next level of thinking and to keep on thinking.
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‘It’s not that this is easy, it is just that beyond the hard and complex work 
you need to arrive at clarity. Simplicity is a key thing from the leader, they 
need to be able to ask simple, penetrating questions … through that simple 
insatiable curiosity they’re learning and also continually challenging and 
building the management team’s capability.’ (Kevin Toland)

This search for simplicity is in some ways a search for meaning: at the product 
level a search for the brand DNA as Peter Robbins described it. Similarly Ned 
Sullivan described the search for ‘what makes the brand tick’ and the hunt 
for the ‘truth that emerges about the brand’. So do the relatively narrow 
issues involved in brand translate to the business and corporate levels? One 
can answer yes and no to this. Certainly the complexity of the corporate 
strategy has greater breadth and depth but, at the same time, the need to 
simplify the challenges to a level that can be grasped and communicated 
does not diminish.

While brand strategy varies along the lines of pricing, customer perceptions, 
uniqueness, channels, availability and the like, corporate strategy varies along 
lines of market opportunities, core competencies and strategic orientation. 
These higher-order variables are collected in what Peter Robbins described as 
a cathedral built on strategic pillars. The principles are the same though, the 
simplicity and the focus at one level removes complexity and uncertainty at 
the next. While it takes time to get to the required level of clarity, once it is 
there people say ‘That’s obvious … but that’s the challenge, it has got to be 
so clear and so compelling’ (Ned Sullivan).

Reaching this level of clarity allows people to get on board with the strategy, 
quicker and with less investment of time and energy. The energy goes towards 
making things happen, rather than figuring out what it’s all about. Equally it 
allows people to stay on board when difficult times come along. When shocks 
hit the firm, if the core of the strategy, the nature of the beast in other 
words, is robust enough, it creates a steadying hand.

‘If you are sailing along at high speed and suddenly in the race you come 
up to Cape Horn or somewhere and you hit a squall, you don’t suddenly 
say, “Oh sugar should we be in a boat? Should we be in the sea? Should 
we be in the race?” All that it really means you hunker down hard and 
you may go a bit sideways for a while but, your job is to minimise the 
sort of drift and maximise your momentum forward to your destination 
anyway.’ (Kevin Toland)

So while the timing, the tactics of the race and the route to the end point are 
all up for discussion, the notion that you are in a particular race to win isn’t. 
At the same time we live in quite a volatile world and moving out further 
on strategic horizons it becomes more difficult to predict market demands. 
Even in this context though there are things we can know; in fact Kevin 
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belittles the proposition that ‘there is no point in thinking where you want 
to go because who knows what the future holds’ as absurd. In one of his 
businesses he simplifies it to a question of ‘will people be eating cheese in 
5, 10 or 50 years’. Once you have a sense of an answer to that question it is 
easier to focus on the subsets. How are the supply chains evolving and where 
should we be deeper or shallower? Are we in the right market segments? Are 
we selling cheese as a product and should we be selling it as a product plus 
service – incorporating logistics handling and risk management?

‘Once the firm has clarity on what it’s trying to achieve, earthquakes 
creating cracks in the system present both challenges and opportunity. 
It is our job to understand the pace of these changes, the risks and the 
opportunities, and where and how we sit in relation to them.’ (Kevin 
Toland)

Kevin went on to explain that unlike many business that have spent two 
years saying how bad the crisis is

‘We quietly cracked on, hit our plan and continued with our growth. Because 
we had clarity, we were able to say here is where we will slow things down, 
here is where we will hold costs, here is where we will preserve investment, 
even if a little thinner than intended, and as the storm clears we will come 
out of it stronger. We will have adapted but kept the key talent and our 
competitive advantage and we will have accelerated it relative to others.’

Clarity and focus are also about building solid platforms for harnessing 
opportunities. Jim O’Hara talked briefly about mobile applications and 
the way they took off in unexpected ways. How, nevertheless, Intel was 
able to respond with the Centrino technology that was already being 
developed, not specifically for the applications it was used in but as a solid 
core platform from which they believed opportunities would emerge.

Viewed through the eyes of these global leaders, clarity and focus can both 
reduce uncertainty and at the same time through the pursuit of excellence 
provide flexibility and opportunity. Setting targets and objectives plays an 
important part in this so that organisations’ goals are ‘clear and transparent’ 
(Peter Robbins). Yet always built into the discussion is the ability to incor-
porate flexibility with clarity. Perhaps one of the revealing characteristics of 
the global elite strategists is their unquestioned ability to live, perhaps even 
thrive, on these ambiguities.

‘The process is relentless, it’s very focused and it has to be pretty ruthless 
in terms of squashing deviations from the strategy once it’s determined, 
but at the same time being open to the necessary evolutions of it.’ (Ned 
Sullivan)
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Peter Robbins, who worked closely with the businesses within GSK’s consumer 
division, talked extensively about the ability to translate higher-level objec-
tives into everyday work for the business teams. He noted that ‘in order to 
get people to coalesce around a vision, you have to be able to interpret it 
in a way that relates to their local activity’. Strategy is about getting all the 
little arrows to line up with the intended direction of the big one. Through 
properly interpreting the big focus in the context of the smaller ones, you 
allow people to align themselves. This translation goes right through budget-
ing, functions and shared services.

‘The real task of the strategist is to ensure that all the little domains and 
fiefdoms are switched on and coming along with the overall group, deliver-
ing in a kind of orchestral symphony. Every initiative must be questioned 
to ensure that it clearly connects to the strategic pillars.’ (Peter Robbins)

Creativity and analysis

The past couple of decades have seen an explosion in business interest in 
innovation. This interest has been helpful in some ways: it has raised the pro-
file of the challenges that need to be addressed and it has encouraged firms to 
engage with innovation as an essential process of business – one that needs 
to be understood and managed. It has, however, also created confusion, with 
creativity and invention being mistakenly touted as somehow equivalent to 
innovation. They are of course not the same thing. In the business world 
creativity is an important component, but most businesses don’t suffer from 
lack of ideas. They suffer from the inability to sort the good ideas from the 
bad. There is a tongue-in-cheek saying in marketing circles that only 10% of 
advertising is effective, the problem is trying to figure out which 10%.

Innovating strategically therefore requires a balance, or perhaps a tension 
between the creativity that generates ideas and the rigorous analysis that 
informs resource allocation. It is perhaps on this latter dimension that I saw 
the most significant differences in responses across industries, driven to a 
large extent by the nature of their risk and in particular the initial and sunk 
capital costs. In an organisation like Intel the development of a new product 
often precedes the emergence of the market, requires extensive R&D, and 
sinks capital in dedicated plant and equipment.

Perhaps part of the issue I am highlighting here is driven by the risk of a 
disconnect between those who create ideas and those who must make judge-
ments to commit capital and implement actions. I am reminded of reports 
of one of the creative guru Edward de Bono’s suggestions to the British 
Foreign Office that they should send Marmite to help solve the Arab–Israeli 
conflict. The logic, with some technical merit, is that there is a lack of zinc 
in the local diet (caused by yeast-free unleavened bread). Lack of zinc makes 
men irritable and belligerent. Marmite, which contains zinc, might therefore 
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make them less irritable and peace could break out. The idea is genuinely 
creative, radical, outside the box and a whole host of other clichés. One 
wonders, however, if de Bono was in charge of the Foreign Office’s limited 
resources would this suggestion be implemented? Somehow it strikes me 
that the tension between creativity and the resource allocation analysis is 
missing here. We have creativity disconnected from the analysis of the 
situation. Creativity of thought has few direct loss-inducing consequences, poor 
resource allocation has many. Those working in such roles must endeavour to 
close the gap.

In our conversation Jim O’Hara emphasised the testing of ideas more 
than the creation of them. I certainly never got the sense that this was 
because there was any lack of ideas, but more a value that this capital-intensive 
business placed on the rigorous analysis and challenge of each and every idea. 
He talked about a ‘more action oriented’ approach to strategy than planning 
implies. An approach where executives are ‘challenged to come up with 
hypotheses’, the hypotheses are built up and knocked down until eventually 
‘some are chosen and become part of the on-going strategy’.

The problem with any situation where ideas are challenged is of course 
the risk that people present only safe ideas. A common line one hears in 
response to this issue is that firms make it okay for people to fail and so 
encourage risk-taking. What nonsense! It’s never okay to fail, it is certainly 
acceptable to recognise that failure will happen, but that’s not the same as 
making it okay to fail. Years ago as a quality manager I was trained in the 
concept of acceptable quality levels (AQLs). AQL was a perversion of the 
word ‘quality’. What it in fact meant was that there was a certain amount 
of faulty product that it was okay to produce. So in the minds of staff, the 
acceptable quality level became the acceptable junk level. The proponents 
argued that failure is a fact of life and so we should acknowledge and 
control it. But making it okay, which is what AQLs did, is not the same as 
acknowledging it happens. My retort was a bit cruel, but to the effect that if 
a nurse was about to handle your newborn child, what AQL would you set 
for dropping babies? Unfortunately I am sure that occasionally babies do get 
dropped, I recognise that, but that’s not the same as saying it is okay.

So how do global elites deal with such issues? Jim described his approach 
in Intel where a culture of informed risk taking is developed, a culture that 
expects and even demands innovation:

‘We don’t expect people just to do what’s prescribed, we expect them to 
go beyond that … They won’t get dinged for coming up with an initiative 
that ultimately fails in itself. They will get dinged if they haven’t set up 
the work, the experiments, and so on correctly.’ (Jim O’Hara)

In a slightly different vein, perhaps as Ned Sullivan’s background is in 
somewhat less capital-intensive businesses or at least businesses without the 
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huge upfront sunk capital costs of Intel, Ned discussed the strategy process 
noting:

‘It’s researched based, it’s creative, it’s creative tension, it’s arguments, it’s 
going down blind alleys sometimes and making huge mistakes at times, 
but recognise them as quickly as you can and back out of them as quickly 
as you can.’

Perhaps in this context we can allow failure to run a little further because 
it is possible to do some backing out. Not that failure is necessarily more 
acceptable, but that it’s just not as expensive.

What struck me in the conversations was the fluidity with which they 
moved from creative thinking, through analysis and on to implementation. 
It certainly appears that these global elites move easily across academic con-
structs of creative strategy formulation and implementation without much 
regard for the distinction. These are not separate phases of a process that lead 
to outcomes, but elements of a cycle that iterates as meaning is unpicked from 
data that is collected on the journey. Strategy is creativity, strategy is analysis, 
strategy is implementation; all simultaneously orchestrated. This is not to say 
that strategy is so tightly defined that there is no room for opportunity or 
chance. Kevin Toland put it eloquently when he said

‘There may be accidents in strategy it’s just that it can’t all be accidental.’

Evolution and time

‘I think strategy is an agonising birth process that partly mobilises and 
taps into the wisdom of the organisation as it evolves. It is also partly a 
more formal process where people get into a room and they get some 
external people who do an analysis and they show them worldwide 
comparators and all that. So it’s a bit of both and you have to have both 
I think.’ (Ned Sullivan)

Ned paints an interesting picture here of the formal planning and informal 
emergent aspects of strategy development. It’s not planned or emergent, it’s 
planned and emergent. All of the interviewees, at some point, came around to 
the strategic conversation. It was described as difficult, challenging, agonising 
and time consuming – a process that took place on aeroplanes, in bars and 
chatting over coffee. Through iteration after iteration, building on experi-
ence as more was learned the process honed the strategy down tighter and 
tighter.

Once the core of the strategy has been honed the attention shifts. A man-
agement team can only focus in depth on a small subset of the business 
activities at one time. So when one is satisfied they move on to put more 
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effort into other aspects in a cycle that eventually revolves back around to 
a review of the strategic principles. As progress is achieved some aspects get 
simpler but at the same time get harder. For example Ned described setting 
a target in the early 1980s for Baileys to become the biggest liqueur brand in 
the world. ‘Lo and behold, by about 1990 or 1991 or so we were the biggest 
liqueur brand in the world – the challenge then is, now what?’

It was interesting to hear that while formal strategy planning sessions 
played a role, there was little belief that strategy emerged from them. These 
global elites seemed quite comfortable that one can’t know all one needs 
to know at once and that pressing for answers where they are not ready to 
come will not deliver good strategy. So while annual cycles of strategy and 
budgeting played a role in all their lives, there was an explicit recognition 
that you can’t say we are going to start ‘doing strategy in March, and by 
May we will have a strategy’ (Ned Sullivan). Rather strategy was seen as a 
process of evolution, emergence and iteration. A process that could take 
many years. By taking the time to develop the strategy, by revisiting dif-
ficult questions, through diligent process and good research the strategy 
becomes woven into the fabric of the organisation, ‘to a certain extent by 
osmosis’. The process is punctuated, but not defined by strategic plans and 
annual budgets.

‘I can remember in a number of companies that kind of agonising period 
you know you haven’t got it and yet it’s tantalisingly close – you just 
can’t kind of put your finger on it. Then it emerges and you’ve got it.’ 
(Ned Sullivan).

This sense of giving it the time it needs was echoed by Kevin Toland who 
reminded me of the importance of being patient. ‘You can always do some-
thing you want to do a day late, it’s very hard to undo something if you’re 
a day early.’

Kevin went on to describe the traditional annual strategy process as a kind 
of time-bound health check. However, he was advocating a more discursive 
approach than the checkbox health-care one. An approach where the unre-
solved questions are unearthed and picked at over time. He said that rather 
than rush to solutions or get a poor answer because it fits with the process 
timeline, we need to come back to the issue in time when we can get the right 
answer. Jim O’Hara added a twist to this and advocated a process

‘where you’re always looking for opportunities rather than planning for 
a particular outcome. I call it like “Pacmaning” your way into the future. 
So the big problem about strategic planning is you tend to look at an end 
point and then you plan to get to that end point and the problem is in 
doing so you miss a whole range of other opportunities that you’re not 
geared up to look for. So strategic action is more appropriate, a regular 
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process of strategic action and a regular process of possibility, discovering 
and testing those possibilities.’ (Jim O’Hara)

Getting real engagement

‘These days strategy is much more active, it’s much more focused, it’s 
much more real, it’s much more … you know people are serious about it 
and there’s always consequences. If you put up a hypothesis and you can’t 
defend it there’s implications for your own career so there’s a lot more skin 
in the game these days than there probably was years ago.’ (Jim O’Hara)

The skin in the game, as Jim describes it, captures the fact that strategy at 
these elite levels is not an abstract game. It is real time, difficult, uncertain, 
and most of all it matters. It matters because these elites have a passion to 
give leadership and it matters because there are consequences for them and 
their organisations. This should and does lead to vigorous debates – debates 
with real stakes, real challenges, real uncertainty. But out of the process of 
debate must emerge action if any strategy is to be implemented. Real debate 
comes from real differences of opinion. Opinions that matter to those that 
own them and yet to be successful everybody must support the outcome. 
Jim described a process, probably more than a process actually, a cultural 
value maybe of ‘disagree and commit’. A ‘value of openness and debate, but 
of finality and clarity and then strong leadership’.

A similar engagement, perhaps not as explicitly framed, was expressed by 
Peter Robbins. Peter described a perceived shift in the approach to strategy. 
A shift from a more secretive hierarchical orientation to one that sought 
to be inclusive. A process of greater transparency and of engagement that 
ensured people engaged with the priorities. ‘The more contemporary 
approaches are about including people and it’s more about teams.’

As Kevin reflected on the growth in Glanbia and the introduction of new 
managers he described the importance of making time to ‘get to know’ the 
key managers, noting that it was ‘important to tell them some of the folksy 
stuff about how we think, how we developed and the sort of culture and 
freedom we give people’.

This folksy, engaged, debate intensive approach is a far cry from the 
clinical application of strategy tools from the traditional MBA programme. 
In the world of global elite strategists the tools are given, analytical capacity 
is assumed, and excellence in the application is expected. It is only beyond 
these standards that the global elite find competitive advantage. Kevin put 
it well when he said

‘I went to school in England for a couple of years and you’ve got to do the 
11 plus to get into grammar school. So everyone that’s in grammar school 
has the 11 plus but not everyone is the same. So if you’re hiring someone 
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from a good strategy house they’ve all got their 11 plus in strategy, funnily 
enough what makes the better ones stand out for my money is two char-
acteristics, one is an insatiable curiosity, insatiable, simple curiosity as 
opposed to complex curiosity, and the second thing that actually makes 
the good ones stand out is a bit of humility.’

The final analysis

In the final analysis it appears that strategy for global elites is much less about 
analysis than we might have thought. Rigour, testing, challenging, analysing, 
creativity, leadership, commitment, passion, and even humility are all in the 
global elite strategists’ make-up. The strategy challenge for the global elite is 
not a race; it is a process, it has few right answers but many evolving ones. 
It is a tension of creativity and feet on the ground grind. It is at the same time 
planned and emergent. It is perhaps the ability to believe passionately in all 
of these opposing concepts that sets global elites apart.
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13
Leadership Skills of the Political 
Elites: The Case of Ohio
Thomas Sigel

In the 1953 smash Broadway musical, Wonderful Town, with music by 
Leonard Bernstein and lyrics by Betty Comden and Adolph Green, the two 
main characters, Ruth and Eileen, leave Columbus, Ohio, for the big city 
of New York in pursuit of excitement and establishing new careers. At one 
point, they lament in the song ‘Ohio’, made famous by Rosalind Russell 
and Edith Adams, why they ever left Ohio. Little did they know that in this 
same year, the Buckeye State, once at the forefront of business and industry, 
would enter a period of economic and political decline. Once touted as ‘The 
Heart of it All’, Ohio’s leadership has flailed, causing the state to tailspin 
into mediocrity.

A native Ohioan, I have spent the majority of my adult career in Europe. 
I always said that one day I would return to my roots. In spring 2007 I did 
indeed come home, and much to my shock I encountered an alien landscape. 
I had remembered from my childhood that Ohio had been a diverse place: 
a vibrant agricultural bread-basket, a forerunner in the industrial revolution 
with coal, iron ore, rubber and steel and automobile production. Certainly, 
by the 1960s and 1970s, many manufacturing industries began to close, 
partly due to competition, but also because businesses shifted to more 
service-oriented positions (Ohio History Central: An Online Encyclopedia 
of Ohio History, 2010).

In an attempt to find out what happened, I turned to a pre-eminent 
authority on Ohio politics. From our discussion and referring to an article, 
‘Democracy in Ohio: Problems and Prospects’ (Asher et al., 2008) which 
appeared in Democratic Renewal: A Call to Action from America’s Heartland 
(Redfield, 2008) I set out to speak with as many Ohio public leaders as possible 
to answer the following questions:

1. How do you define a successful leader?
2. How has Ohio gone from being an influential state in all sectors – business, 

education, political leadership – to a floundering state with an economic 
and brain drain?
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3. Ohio’s democracy and state government face serious challenges, including 
public corruption, a flagging economy and relatively low levels of educa-
tional attainment. What can effective leaders do to turn this around?

4. A hallmark of Ohio’s political culture is the major political parties’ success 
in using public offices to serve their own partisan interests. I would be 
interested on your thoughts on this and what you feel needs to happen 
to change this.

Connecting with Ohio political leaders was a frustrating process. These 
political elites profess to represent the voice of their constituents both on 
a state and national level, yet many have no interest in engaging on a sub-
stantive level. Of course, the challenge of reaching any political figure is to 
get beyond the gatekeeper. Whilst websites and political literature encourage 
the ‘people’ to contact their congressmen and senators, once I connected, 
the gatekeeper probed deeper to find out why I wanted to meet the leader. 
After either hesitation or word that they would be in touch, I was told that 
he/she was not available. In one instance I made many phone calls and 
sent numerous emails to a leading senator’s office. I had no return phone 
call or email acknowledgement. In this instance, I knew this politician’s 
driver, so I typed a brief note for the driver to hand to the senator. About 
two weeks later I received the following email from his Deputy State 
Director:

From: X 
Sent: 14 October 2009 17:43
To: ‘tsigel@xxx.com
Subject: A message from Senator X’s office

Mr. Sigel,
X forwarded your email about your request for an interview with Senator 
X. Unfortunately I am unable to schedule an interview. Senator X is spend-
ing a tremendous amount of time and energy in Washington working on 
health care reform and climate change legislation. Therefore, his schedule 
is booked solid for the foreseeable future. I am sorry we cannot accommo-
date your request, but I hope you understand just how challenging and 
demanding these times are for the senator. Please accept my apologies.

In another instance, I tried to line up an appointment with a long-serving 
local state representative. After finally breaking through the barrier, his aide 
scheduled a meeting, only to cancel it, reschedule, cancel again and then 
never return my phone calls or messages. I had absolutely no apology. With 
the imminent deadline of this chapter, I contacted this office again to no 
avail – complete silence – not even the courtesy to say that the politician 
was unable to meet with me or answer my questions.



202  Global Elites

To no surprise, the interviews I did manage to secure were through 
mentioning a familiar name and indicating that individual X or Y suggested 
I contact them. In some instances, I used the strategy of, ‘X, who recently 
supported your campaign with a fundraising event, suggested I give you a 
call.’ This yielded some success. This is the spin I used to try to clinch an 
interview:

‘I have been asked to write a book chapter on Ohio political leader-
ship in a contributed book. This is a great opportunity to give Ohio 
some global exposure and take a critical look at the leadership crisis 
in Ohio. You can see the list of contributors below and their proposed 
topics. I am gathering data, doing research and conducting interviews 
between now and mid-August. I know that you are busy, but it would 
be super to have your feedback on the following questions. I have 
already interviewed U, V, W, X, Y, Z. I’d love to get a good cross section 
of Republican and Democratic responses/feedback, as well as thoughts 
from journalists and academics.’

Interestingly, in some cases, the fact that I had mentioned that X had par-
ticipated served as an impetus for another person to participate, especially 
when they recognised that I had interviewed somebody holding a different 
political perspective. Underscoring to them that I wanted to obtain a good 
cross-section of Republican and Democratic responses/feedback helped garner 
participation.

In the end, I managed to interview five Republicans and four Democrats, 
along with a seasoned academic and a journalist who spent 34 years cover-
ing Ohio politics. Before examining the participants’ responses, let’s first 
examine Ohio’s political landscape in the context of its history.

Ohio’s political landscape

Few states, if any, can match Ohio’s historic balance – a balance of interests 
that rested in large part on geography, which in turn helped determine 
economic development. Both geography and economic opportunity helped 
determine settlement patterns. Geography shaped the agricultural–industrial 
balance that developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
Whilst remaining among the most productive agriculture states, Ohio was 
also in the forefront of the industrial surge. The balance between farm and 
factory was reflected in a balance between rural dwellers and urban dwellers 
(Knepper, 2007: 2).

By the late nineteenth century, industrialisation boomed as coal, oil and 
iron ore became important businesses. Factories started manufacturing 
rubber and steel products, and then in the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, automobile production emerged.
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As a result of industrialisation, people started moving to the cities in pursuit 
of jobs, not only from rural areas of Ohio, but from within the United 
States and also from abroad. By the 1960s and 1970s, many manufacturing 
industries began to close, partly because of competition, but also because 
many businesses relocated to other states and countries (ohiohistorycentral.
org). To address this, Ohio businesses, in recent years, have shifted to more 
service-oriented sectors.

Unlike other states, Ohio has an extraordinary number of cities, many 
which in their heyday thrived on their successful industrial bases. The ‘Big 8’ 
are Akron, Canton, Cincinnati, Cleveland, Columbus, Dayton, Toledo and 
Youngstown. Because of the influx of many people, politics have had ‘an 
ethno-cultural base, especially strong in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries. There was also a geographic and economic base to Ohio political 
behaviour that created an uncommon balance in the state between agri-
cultural and industry, between rural and urban’ (Knepper, 2007: 2). The 
diverse population helped shape Ohio’s political behaviour.

For most of its history, Ohio has proven to be a microcosm of government 
and politics in the rest of the Midwest. It has also served as a political barom-
eter at a national level. More presidents of the United States have come from 
Ohio than any other state. These eight political leaders are: William Henry 
Harrison, Whig (9th president); Ulysses S. Grant, Republican (18th president); 
Rutherford B. Hayes, Republican (19th president); James Garfield, Republican 
(20th president); Benjamin Harrison, Republican (23rd president); William 
McKinley, Republican (25th president); William Howard Taft, Republican (27th 
president); and Warren G. Harding, Republican (29th president). Numerous 
former state politicians have served Ohio nationally in the US House of 
Representatives and the US Senate.

Whilst the presidential representation has been exclusively conservative, 
Ohioans have belonged to every major political party that has ever existed 
since the state’s establishment in 1803. In the early nineteenth century, 
political wrangling between the Democratic-Republican Party and the Federalist 
Party almost delayed Ohio’s statehood. During the first part of the nineteenth 
century, Ohioans who desired an industrialised economy favoured the 
Whig Party, whilst those who wished to remain agricultural generally sup-
ported the Democratic Party. By the mid-nineteenth century, many Ohioans 
favoured the Republican Party, which sought to limit slavery. At this time, 
those Ohioans who favoured the Democratic Party generally opposed a 
strong federal government. Class became a major factor in political-party 
loyalty during the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as the working 
class tended to favour the Democratic Party, whilst the middle and upper 
classes favoured the Republican Party.

Just as Ohioans’ political loyalties have evolved over the years, the 
state’s government has also changed. The Ohio Constitution of 1803 
allowed the legislative branch of the Ohio government to dominate the 
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state’s governmental structure. Over the first decades of the nineteenth 
century, the judicial branch established its right to declare legislative 
actions unconstitutional. The governor served really as a mere figurehead 
at first, but by the early twentieth century, this office assumed much more 
power, providing an effective check on the legislative branch (ohiohisto-
rycentral.org).

Definition of a successful political leader

In Bolman and Deal’s ‘four framework approach’ (Bolman and Deal, 1991) 
they suggest that leaders display leadership behaviours in one of four types 
of frameworks: Structural, Human Resource, Political or Symbolic. Under the 
political framework, the authors define an effective leader as ‘an advocate, 
whose leadership style is coalition and building’. In an effective leadership 
situation, the leader is ‘a hustler, whose leadership style is manipulation’. The 
authors go on to say that political leaders clarify what they want and what 
they can get; they assess the distribution of power and interests; they build 
linkages to other stakeholders, use persuasion first, and then use negotiation 
and coercion only if necessary.

Throughout this chapter, in order to maintain confidentiality of the inter-
viewees, they will be referred to as Academic A, Journalist A and Politicians A, 
B, C, etc. respectively. Five of the eleven interviewees pinpointed the notions of 
convincing/influencing and persuasion as key in defining a successful leader. 
Not surprisingly, none referred to the ‘hustler’ style of leadership, nor did they 
use the words ‘negotiation’ or ‘coercion’. Three interviewees expressed the need 
for clarity to create a vision. Three mentioned integrity, two indicated courage, 
and two stressed the ability to educate. Other single responses included:

Humility
Trust
Discerning intelligence
Ability to look outward, not inward
Lead by example
Participate
Openness
Honesty
Fairness
Must be a moderate
Tenacious
Confident
Passionate
Responsible
Servant leader
Engender hope

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Without doubt, all the elements that the interviewees mentioned are 
crucial to effective leadership. Journalist A sums up the definition quite 
succinctly:

‘A successful leader has the capacity to influence public opinion and 
steer it in a direction it might not otherwise go. A successful leader has 
core integrity and a discerning intelligence as guides. Combining integ-
rity, intelligence and a capacity (perhaps an eloquence) to mold public 
opinion, that leader can move the populace (electorate) to embrace solu-
tions that otherwise would be unobtainable. The commonplace leader 
simply follows public opinion, or is immobilized by it. The true leader 
educates the public to make collective decisions that otherwise would go 
against the public’s selfish interests.’

Whilst effective leadership is necessary to propel the Buckeye State into the 
twenty-first century, Academic A contends that there is a dearth of leader-
ship in Ohio. He states that leadership should lay out a vision and engender 
hope, but asks how you harness it. He also suggests that leadership must 
come not only from statewide business organisations, but also from regional 
entities such as local chambers of commerce and growth associations.

No stranger to politics, Politician A, currently Assistant to the Vice President 
of Governmental Relations at a state educational institution, holds a similar 
view to Academic A regarding a lack of current leadership. During his 32-
year legislative career, Politician A served in both the House and Senate and 
held roles including Majority Whip, Assistant Majority Leader and Minority 
Leader. He has been a delegate or alternative to several Democratic National 
Conventions, was an advance man for a presidential vice president, a member 
of a president’s finance council and Ohio chairman of a candidate’s presidential 
campaign.

Politician A states:

‘There is no leadership in Ohio. Leadership is implementation of a vision 
whether or not it is yours or not. It is about trying to get votes – trying to 
persuade. Far too much compromise comes as a result. So what is leader-
ship? The art of persuasion is leadership. God gave us the gift of imagination 
and curiosity. Also, without passion there will be no leadership. Passion is 
an ingredient that makes things happen and the ability to persuade. I have 
watched leadership and the lack of it and have seen smart people who have 
great ideas, but they become consensus builders, thus mediocre people who 
play it safe. Putting together efficiencies requires skill levels and a level of 
passion.’

With politicians having to walk the delicate tightrope of pleasing everybody, 
effective leadership is indeed a double-edged sword. How is a politician truly 
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able to lead? As a result, leaders in Ohio have strategically had to play more 
to the middle in order to achieve success. Currently a consultant with a firm 
specialising in public policy and management strategy, Politician B contends 
that if you look at state-wide leadership you have to be a moderate to win 
state-wide.

In the 1990s, Politician B was Director of an Ohio cabinet and also held 
a high-level financial post. He also served as senior policy adviser to the 
governor, providing advice on a range of policy issues and major system 
reforms, including health care, education, tax and fiscal policy.

Politician B comments, ‘Successful politicians have to be something of 
everything without giving up integrity. The governor is going through 
difficult times. If he gets in trouble politically, it is because he goes off the 
centrist view.’

Whilst unable to connect directly with Governor Ted Strickland, I was able 
to have a conversation with a high-ranking spokesperson at the Governor’s 
Residence in Columbus. Politician C noted that politics is about winning 
and losing in order to get control. ‘When a campaign starts you need to be 
partisan, but when it comes down to effective leadership, it really needs to 
be about motivation and change and new ways of doing things.’ Politician 
C noted that when in office, effective leadership boils down to working 
and making progress in a bi-partisan environment. An effective leader, 
Politician C says, needs to lead with courage, tenaciousness and confidence. 
Politician C also noted the trust factor stating, ‘It is difficult for people to 
trust a leader.’

Politician D, a younger politician who has had success on the county 
level as a County Commissioner, remarks that a successful political leader 
is one of integrity and humility who is able to convince his/her followers 
to do something they are currently not doing, or to give up something 
they currently possess in order to secure long-term gain. Politician D 
entered the race for a congressional district in autumn 2009, but did 
not succeed in the primary election. Nonetheless, this young, charis-
matic leader who is fervently religious also touches upon the principle 
of trust:

‘The successful leader must have developed a deep enough trust with 
his/her followers that even though the new direction might be uncom-
fortable in the beginning, and the path a bit rocky, his/her followers will 
remain on the new path until they reach a place better than the one they 
left behind.’

Based upon Politician D’s comment, building trust inherently involves 
Politician A’s notion of the art of persuasion, because one must be able to 
persuade people to trust in order to smooth the rocky path. It also aligns 
with Bolman and Deal’s (1991) definition of a successful leader.
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It would also make sense that the art of persuasion embraces an element of 
educating in order to win not only constituent, but peer support. Currently 
a high-ranking official, Politician E comments:

‘It takes courage to be a political leader. One has to take responsibility. 
This means doing things that are unpopular, but there is the need to 
include people in the process. This requires educating people on what 
needs to be done. An effective political leader is a servant leader – serving 
to empower the people to get more done.’

Thus, in order to persuade and educate, an effective leader must create a 
vision. Politician F is involved with a committee to ensure that the Ohio 
Senate has an appropriate venue to promote increased accountability and 
transparency in the operation of state government offices and agencies. This 
senator started his political career from the grassroots level and has been a 
rising conservative star in Ohio politics. Politician F emphasises:

‘You need clarity to create a vision. Why would you expect people to 
follow you? Very few people are capable of articulating where they 
want to take Ohio. When I was [in a certain position] I had a mission 
statement. It was about the economy. It’s about the dollars. If people 
have good jobs and a good standard of living they really want less gov-
ernment. Good things come from having a vibrant, healthy economy. 
Business and political leaders must look outward, not inward. Too many 
leaders have failed to solve Ohio’s problems. Ohio needs to fit in.’

Fitting in, however, can be a challenge. Seasoned Politician G, who is 
involved with the Ohio Elections Commission, and a former member of the 
Ohio House of Representatives, notes the difficulty. He indicates that the 
problem is that ‘we need leadership by example – providing supporting data, 
offering pros and cons to an issue and openness to discuss issues’. Politician 
G goes on to say:

‘Because of term limits we only have two years to accomplish things, 
so we need participatory leaders. Before term limits it was easier to get 
support and move things fairly quickly, but it was not representative. 
It was top-down management. Today it is bottom-up management, but 
it is like trying to get 50 frogs in a wheelbarrow. Somebody will say, “I’ll 
vote for your school funding bill if you vote for my issues, but you have 
to tell everybody else, then 3 frogs jump out. It is a game that has to be 
played.”’

Politician H, who is serving a second term in the Ohio Senate, has been 
working to improve the educational opportunities for children, provide new 
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economic opportunities for Ohio’s economy, improve services for veterans, 
increase accessibility to children’s health insurance, and to criminalise human 
trafficking, and touches upon Bolman and Deal’s (1991) effective leader-
ship component of building linkages to other stakeholders. Politician H 
explains:

‘A successful political leader works at trying to accomplish important 
goals that affect people every day and to sustain goals over time. A leader 
needs to listen to the people and hear all aspects in order to approach 
issues and weigh all the facts. A leader must bring stakeholders together. 
That is how you are most effective. No one person in the state can make 
things happen at one time. It takes intuitiveness, understanding, listening 
and influence. There are 99 house members, and 33 senators. As a senator, 
I need to influence them, the constituents, support and special interest 
groups. I like to refer to successful leadership as turning a ship. If you turn 
a ship too quickly it tips over. Leadership is a long term process. You need 
to make compromises. No one person has the answer. There are different 
philosophies and principles that we approach, but that’s what makes our 
republic great. As leaders, we must strive to benefit the common good of 
the republic.’

To benefit the common good of the republic, a former Speaker of the Ohio 
House, Politician I, believes the strategy for a successful political leader is 
openness, honesty, fairness. Whilst in office, Politician I advocated welfare 
reform and played a major role in the deregulation of electricity in Ohio. 
Politician I was integrally involved with the Republican National Committee 
in Washington, DC. Politician I also helped direct a historic grassroots effort 
that enabled President Bush to win Ohio by a decisive margin. Today 
Politician I continues to devote energies to growing the Party and developing 
a strong grassroots political organisation.

Certainly, as political leaders, the interviewees provide upbeat, optimistic 
and perhaps somewhat idealistic responses regarding their notion of an 
effective political leader. Some sprinkle their responses with a bit of cynicism, 
i.e. there is no leadership in Ohio, so let us now examine how Ohio has 
transformed from an influential state in all sectors – business, education, 
political – to a floundering state with an economic and brain drain.

A floundering state: how to reverse the economic 
and brain drain

According to Journalist A

‘factors largely beyond the control of Ohio’s public-sector leaders have 
led the state’s decline – a globalising economy, a dramatic shrinkage 
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of the state’s highly-paid, heavy manufacturing jobs, and an exodus of 
population from most of the state’s big cities. The state’s leaders actually 
have responded fairly effectively to these changes, but the positive effects 
of those responses will take a long time to reveal themselves. The state 
actually is much friendlier to business, and much more competitive with 
other states in overall business climate, than it was in the 1960s, 1970s 
and 1980s.’

Politician D contends that Ohio continues to be an influential state, but 
the number one factor that has led to many of its economic challenges has 
been the lack of true leadership within the state government. Politician 
D explains:

‘Consider the performance of those who have recently occupied the 
office of governor or leadership roles in our state’s legislature. Over 
the last several decades we have elected governors who were managers 
rather than leaders. They were successful politicians who had been fairly 
effective when it came to managing public opinion and managing the 
day-to-day activities of our state government, but when it came to lead-
ing change within our state, i.e., designing new economic, social welfare 
or education policies that would allow our state to compete with other 
states and countries, they simply did not take action. They tinkered a little 
with a few of our existing policies and programs, polished them with a 
little “political spin” and glided to re-election.’

Politician D believes that it is fairly clear why they did not take necessary 
actions to redirect the state. He feels that they did not want to risk their 
party’s political capital and their majority in the legislature. Politician D 
continues:

‘You see, by now most of us realize that in order to set our state on the 
right track our state’s leaders are going to have to change long-time poli-
cies that will impact many people in many different ways. For a politician 
this means the possibility of upsetting some of their long-time constitu-
ents, and possibly jeopardizing their re-election. After all, even though 
conditions may not be ideal, we as citizens tend to like the status quo. 
We may say that we want change, but the truth is often we would prefer 
the security of our current situation. While we may claim that we want 
to see things be better, the reality is we often do not want to change our 
lives or our activities – we do not want to give up anything – to make 
them better. We want a new school building, but we don’t want to pay 
higher taxes to build it. We want a smaller, less bureaucratic government, 
but we don’t want to cut any of the current programs because either we or 
our friends are currently receiving a benefit from that program. Our most 
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recent governors and legislators were good at managing public opinion, 
keeping us comfortable enough where we were that we would support 
their re-election.’

Politician D says that the trouble is the principle ‘no pain, no gain’ is often 
true in politics as well. Ohioans relaxed in our ‘not too good, but not too 
bad’ state of being until we found ourselves way behind our competition.

Politician E points to poor leadership and home rule for Ohio’s decline. 
Home rule is the power of a constituent part of a state to exercise the state’s 
powers of governance within its own administrative area that the central 
government devolves to it. Politician E explains that there are so many sec-
tors of government such as county boards, school and library districts that 
are doing their own thing. Politician E notes that when there is not strong 
leadership at the top, it is hard to bring the sectors together to manage 
leadership. ‘We can stand to take a look at how government is organised,’ 
Politician E states. ‘A strong, effective leader doesn’t come along every day. 
A strong structure can mitigate this and foster better leadership.’

Politician H is quick to defend Ohio’s rich agricultural and manufactur-
ing heritage, noting that it was the first state to form out of the Northwest 
Territory, but acknowledges that because of the economy that the manu-
facturing base has moved out. ‘Jobs have shipped overseas and there is a 
huge trade deficit which has had an impact,’ Politician H explains. ‘We now 
have to look at the strife in our state and need to re-tool and use the same 
strengths to keep us moving forward.’ This politician notes that young people 
go where the jobs are and that we need to attract young people to return to 
raise families. Politician H feels that Ohio is still diverse, but emphasises that 
‘we need to find our strengths again’.

Like Politician H, Politician F also acknowledges Ohio’s illustrious past, 
but admits that the glory is bygone. ‘That Ohio was on the leading edge 
of the agricultural and industrial revolution, but not at the forefront 
of the technology revolution has hurt us,’ states Politician F. ‘Ohio is 
now not necessarily for the better. We need to solve our own problems.’ 
Politician F talks about how Ohio, in the 1990s, had considerable influ-
ence nationally, noting that other states looked to its welfare reform and 
higher education as national models.

The flight of big business out of Ohio has had significant economic 
impact. Politician F continues, ‘In the 50s, 60s and 70s, Ohio had political 
and economic power – the industrialists. Politicians relied on private sector 
leaders. This is no longer the case. Ohio needs to become an economic 
power house again. It is all about money. You had powerful leaders that 
were produced as a result of that.’

Politician F also points to education. Whilst Ohio has fine educational 
institutions, this politician says they are entrenched in the past and slow to 
react. ‘We don’t need to lead the nation, but we can’t be held up because of 
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lack of ability. We need to change the culture in Ohio. Another problem is 
that we have taxed the goose that lays the golden egg. We have taxed com-
panies out. As a result, people stopped earning and investing here. Ohio 
needs to work with what it has to strengthen and rebuild.’

Politician C skirts away from factors that have led to decline, but notes 
that in our current economic climate we need to rethink what we really 
value. Politician C says, ‘We don’t have the dollars to sustain what we gave 
in the past. We must go back to local leadership to think creatively. Our 
biggest problem is whether or not there will be dollars.’

Politician A more scathingly places the blame on partisanship ideologies 
coming into political bodies. This politician explains, ‘People are passionate 
about issues – guns, abortion, and gay rights. These have taken such a 
stronghold that the electorate is responding to these issues. Couple these 
issues with partisanship and you have deadlock.’

‘America loves to throw tea into the ocean,’ says Politician A. He feels 
that the political environment has been taken over by special interest 
groups – guns, abortion and gay rights. ‘People become too passionate 
about issues. So what if two guys want to hold hands? Who cares?’

Politician A also points to the Republican Party, which he says uses special 
interest groups to block progress. ‘We are a victim of our own ability to 
move quickly on issues such as tax and education. Ohio is a “wait and see” 
state.’

Politician A also attributes the decline to the tax problem of the 1960s 
and 1970s. He explains

‘Ohio had its first income tax bill in the 1970s. Other states had created 
this because of increasing costs, such as Medicare. There are regulatory 
agencies and expensive government programmes which came about with 
the shift to income tax. Forty years later we need lower taxes to stimulate 
the economy. We are all a victim of this. The tax structure in Ohio is 
unfavorable to business. When locating a plant do you want to come 
here? The cost of doing business is not good.’

Regarding the current economic woes, Politician A says that Ohio felt the 
recession early. ‘We are an export society. Things got depressed so companies 
went elsewhere. Other cities are offering more tech opportunities. There are 
some forces that you can’t beat.’

Politician A confesses that he is glad that he is out of government. He 
says, ‘I was responsible for [a certain] bill. It went from what you should 
and shouldn’t do to “now I’m gonna’ get you!” I can find corruption on 
every street corner.’

Academic A stresses that Ohio’s political leaders must realise that every 
year that they defer making key choices and strategic investments, Ohio 
loses more ground because other states are not standing still even in difficult 
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budgetary times. Ohio is entering this competition at a disadvantage since 
other states already have a more extensive track record in making investments 
in their citizens and their economies. As the state creates new programmes 
and plans, it must not let regional rivalries unduly influence allocation 
decisions lest scarce resources be spread too thinly with little positive benefit 
to the state.

Regarding jobs, Academic A acknowledges that this is a major issue for 
Ohio as the state goes through a wrenching transformation. He explains:

‘The context of Ohio is very different than other states. Talking spe-
cifically about political leadership, this is not a good time. [Governor] 
Strickland is criticised for not having leadership. The Speaker of the House 
[Armond Budish] is not a strong speaker. The Governor will need to be 
more aggressive and proactive. How does an incumbent run when you 
have a bad economy? You need to seize opportunities – take some risks to 
push the discussion of an agenda. Strickland is super cautious, afraid to 
do anything. The proposed budget is not balanced. The government has 
never been so bad. We can attribute it to term limits. We are at a stage 
where people are frustrated by performance of government.’

Academic A was not the only interviewee concerned about term limits. Let’s 
now turn briefly to this overriding issue that has stifled progress and put a 
damper on effective leadership.

Term limits and the impact of leadership

Cleveland Plain Dealer columnist Brent Larkin goes so far as to state in 
a 27 June 2010 editorial that term limits stifle democracy. He notes that 
since voters passed the eight-year cap on terms for the Ohio General 
Assembly in 1992 that this has been bad for state government. ‘Term limits 
make every member of the legislature a lame duck from the moment he 
or she first walks into the Statehouse. Instead of creating a legislative 
atmosphere that promotes sound reasoning and statesmanship, term 
limits have increased divisiveness and instability within the political 
process.’

Politician G notes that term limits have changed the way Ohio conducts 
politics. Whereas politicians of the past had 30–40-year terms, the grassroots 
impetus to create term limits, initiated by the Chamber of Commerce, 
ensured that politicians no longer have a lifetime career. Politician G notes 
that holding a political office is now a ‘stop on the ride’ as leaders aspire to 
move from local to state and then national office.

Journalist A says that it is incredibly important to eliminate term limits, 
or to greatly lengthen them: ‘The state legislature has declined incredibly 
in institutional knowledge, political leadership and understanding of the 
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state because of term limits. The legislature has a crowd of preschoolers 
attempting to grapple with problems needing postgraduate knowledge and 
experience. The state also badly needs reapportionment and redistricting 
reform. The problem of noncompetitive elections results in far too many 
buffoons in elective office.’

Politician I notes that much experience walked out the door with the 
introduction of term limits. Politician I explains:

‘It helps to have experienced people around. We must learn from history. 
Term limits changed the face of political leadership. It caused different 
dynamics in managing a legislature and managing a caucus. The current 
Speaker of the House [Armond Budish] is having some problems. There is 
a talent to managing. Ohio has compelling partisanship. People are not 
around long enough. Some caucuses have never been in the minority or 
majority. We need to hone skills – completely different from any other 
skills we have used. In time of some of the greatest economic problems, 
it would be good to have more experience.’

Looking back to 1995–6, the second term of Governor Voinovich, Politician 
I reminisces that there were other state-wide leaders who had worked 
together. Politician I says, ‘It was a natural fit and the economic climate gave 
us a breather. We had the bipartisan support during that period to accomplish 
it. The Republicans had not been in the majority for 22 years. We had good 
working dynamics.’

So what is the solution? Ohioans have supported term limits with 
the belief that they have fostered good government, arguing that they 
increase competition and encourage new challenges. Proponents of term 
limits believe that unlimited terms create a need in the legislature for a 
seniority system in which mediocre politicians thrive. They also argue 
that term limits build a ‘citizen’ legislature made up of real people versus 
‘career’ politicians. They also believe the system breaks ties to special 
interests and lobbying organisations and will force those interests to 
reconnect with a type of politician who thinks differently from a career 
politician – one interested in the causes at stake, not concerned with re-
election.

Proponents of term limits feel that with these ordinary people, they will 
vote on principle and on what is best for the country, rather than trading 
votes with other legislators or special interests. There is also, perhaps, the 
naïve belief that term limits will introduce fresh thinking and new ideas. 
But this happens at the expense of losing seasoned experts. These freshmen 
politicians need experienced mentors to help break them in to the rigours 
and demands of the legislature. The public also believes that term limits 
will create a natural reduction in wasteful spending, as politicians up for re-
election often have incentives to obtain Federal spending for ‘constituents’. 
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There is also the perception that term limits encourage lower taxes, smaller 
government and greater voter participation in elections.

Clearly, term limits have changed the Ohio General Assembly in several 
ways, including high turnover of members, more competitive campaigns, 
increased partisanship, a less efficient legislative process and a shift in balance 
of power in Ohio state government. The suggestion of, perhaps, a 12-year 
term limit might create a compromise that would satisfy Ohioans and make 
political leaders happier in their pursuit to effect significant change that 
would positively benefit the Buckeye State and its citizens.

Term limits, however, are only one of many issues in the bigger picture. 
Academic A notes that Ohio’s democracy and state government face serious 
challenges, including public corruption, a flagging economy (as interviewees 
have already mentioned) and relatively low levels of educational attainment. 
What can effective leaders do to turn this around?

Tackling public corruption

According to Journalist A, Ohio has made progress against corruption and 
the state is not ignoring it. Journalist A indicates that ‘the record of indict-
ments and incarcerations is evident’. The massive federal investigation into 
public corruption in north-eastern Ohio is impressive. It will have long-term 
beneficial effects.

Politician D believes that we need to stop wasteful government spending 
and reduce the size of our state government. This will require strong political 
leadership. Politician D says that fiscal responsibility must be returned to 
the state and federal government if we are serious about restoring our state 
and national economy. He explains:

‘One of the number one reasons why businesses are afraid to expand 
in the present climate is because of all the economic uncertainty that 
exists in Washington today. Business owners understand that the fed-
eral government is going to come to them to foot the bill for all of the 
massive spending that is currently taking place in Washington. In this 
context, Ohio leaders must work extra hard to create a stable economic 
situation here in Ohio.’

Politician H, a schoolteacher for nearly 20 years, was astonished when 
entering politics to see there were no audit tools to monitor fiscal spend-
ing. Politician H says, ‘Transparency in state government is lacking and 
tools to measure the effectiveness of our programmes is lacking. Legislators 
don’t have auditing tools to measure public dollars that are pumped into 
programmes. This leads to waste, fraud and abuse.’ Politician H believes we 
need to look to other states’ best practices in legislative auditing in order to 
create change.
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Politician E also points to fiscal responsibility, stating that the government 
needs to be more careful about how they spend what they get. Politician 
E says:

‘Whether one is a Girl Scout troupe leader or a public official, we need to 
look to how what we do contributes to the betterment to be part of a big-
ger picture. Good leadership inspires. Look at the 2008 elections. People 
listened to Barack [Obama] and Hillary [Clinton]. While Hillary had more 
knowledge and experience, when you looked at Obama, he oozed with 
charisma. This influences how people react toward a leader. The point 
is a leader needs to inspire. Look at 9/11, Katrina, and the Gulf oil spill. 
Responding to these events is to understand that it is about working for 
the greater good.’

In the 2008 report, Democracy in Ohio: Problems and Prospects, the authors 
also concur. They feel that the state legislature needs to improve transparency 
to better enable citizens to monitor the legislative process, including com-
mittee hearings and the drafting process. They believe that the legislature 
should have additional hearings to allow public comment when the legislature 
proposes new amendments.

Politician A stresses that we need leadership. Without it, the demagogues 
are going to win. Politician A believes that Ohio needs regionalism to 
clear out much of the chaff. With its 88 counties and major cities that 
operate more like city states, Politician A makes a good point. Why not 
streamline efficiencies and bring together mayors, city council members, 
county commissioners, township trustees, state and federal elected officials, 
philanthropic organisations, the business community and the plethora of 
planning associations to implement a programme that will allow Ohio to 
share and grow together? This would take real leadership to make such 
a shift. The challenge, however, is incentivising people to join together 
regionally.

Academic A agrees that there is a challenge. He acknowledges that Ohio 
has many small to regional cities with jealousies and rivalries. He feels 
there is a need to consolidate. As an example, he points to too many 
school districts. The obstacle is that people fear losing local control. 
Academic A states, ‘The charisma and eloquence of leaders should not hide 
the reality of what is happening now. How do you handle transformation 
of the economy in a changing world? You need team work and coalition 
building. Leadership becomes greater, but more difficult.’

A flagging economy

The interviewees all agree that job creation and attracting people and 
companies to Ohio is the solution to a flagging economy. Politician D 
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believes that we must reduce the corporate tax rate in America if we wish 
to see Ohio businesses remain competitive with those overseas. Doing so 
would free up capital that our businesses need in order to expand and 
would allow them to hire new employees. Politician D also believes we 
need to address the high energy costs by allowing offshore drilling and 
drilling on federally owned lands by American-owned oil companies. He 
also believes that we need to focus our efforts in developing a skilled work-
force by supporting technical schools, colleges and universities. Politician 
D believes that we need to reclaim our culture by restoring traditional 
values, such as decency, honesty, personal responsibility, integrity and 
respect. All men and women should be able to agree that these values are 
necessary in order for a free government, a representative democracy, to 
survive.

Politician C believes that economic development will come with the 
next industries: renewable energy, sustainability and repairing past abuses 
of our environment. Politician C says, ‘Ohio needs more creativity and 
innovation, but politics gets in the way. [The governor] believes that this 
country’s advantage is creativity, innovation and global confidence. It is 
time to change. We need to create small businesses and get healthcare cover-
age under control.’ Regarding leadership, Politician C says that one person 
at the top cannot provide leadership to move people forward. ‘We cannot 
be dictated from the top down. Action should begin at the local level.’ 
Politician C believes that we need to show that the state is better positioned 
and on a growth track to attract people back. If successful, it will lay a greater 
foundation for a growing economy. It we are not successful, it will continue 
to feel like a struggling, failing state.

A significant component in getting the economy back on track is education. 
This is a topic on which the interviewees have strong opinions.

Education

Politician C notes that the Governor has put a huge emphasis on educa-
tion and educational reform. He has tried to make college more affordable. 
Politician C says, ‘We need to have an educational system that ensures that 
people are prepared for new types of available jobs.’ Politician C believes 
that we need to find the outstanding schools and find outstanding teachers 
and make them leaders.

Journalist A indicates that Chancellor Eric Fingerhut is leading an aggres-
sive effort to remould the structure of higher education in Ohio. It is 
being embraced by public-sector leaders and those in academia. Journalist 
A believes that the state needs a prestigious, flagship university, and Ohio 
State University is on the correct path there. Elsewhere, he notes, the state 
is pursuing a strategy to streamline universities and community colleges 
to do what they do best, and in the process to greatly reduce inefficient 
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duplication of programmes. This is always a work in progress, but progress 
is being made. Journalist A feels that Ohio is competitive with any state in 
its higher-education landscape.

Politician H also believes in streamlining. Politician H says that Ohio has 
not modernised its education – the system needs to respond to modern 
needs. This politician states, ‘Not everybody needs a 2 or 4 year degree. We 
need to focus on training people to have skills to build things.’ Politician 
H points to education programmes that have not been effective, for exam-
ple Workforce Development. In 1998, US Congress passed the Workforce 
Investment Act to reform federal job training programmes and create a 
new, comprehensive workforce investment act. The system is supposed to 
help Americans access the tools they need to manage their careers through 
information and high quality services, and to help US companies find 
skilled workers. Politician H notes, ‘Workforce Development has done noth-
ing. Government bureaucracies just capture the dollars and do not channel 
them effectively.’

Like Politician H, Politician A is in favour of educational reform. He would 
throw out the community colleges and combine them with universities to 
create a local infusion of talent.

Politician E is also critical of the state of education and notes that the 
system is fractured. ‘Forty percent of students who graduate need remedial 
training.’ That is a sad commentary on the state of education, but it is difficult 
to progress. Politician E says, ‘Change is the enemy.’

Change, indeed, is an enemy which causes individuals to operate within 
their own microcosms. This leads to deep partisanship which has been, as 
Academic A notes, a hallmark of Ohio’s political culture. Political parties have 
used public offices to serve their own partisan interests. Why has this been 
the case and what needs to happen to change this?

Using public office to serve partisan interests

Political leaders often define themselves in terms of a set of beliefs and 
values which they embrace. These shape their political actions. Politician 
D says that one term that is rarely used to describe those who are currently 
elected to serve in public office is ‘statesman’. Perhaps that is because many 
define a statesman as an individual of highest integrity who is willing to 
take and endure great personal loss in order to serve the best interests of 
others.

Politician D explains that one of the primary reasons why government 
spending continues to grow at every level of government is because poli-
ticians are trying to secure various blocks of voters by bribing them with 
government spending or special government programmes catering to spe-
cial interests rather than to the general population. Both parties are guilty 
of using state money and programmes to secure votes, but in recent years 
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they do it on a grand scale that the government cannot sustain. Politician 
D says:

‘As a county commissioner, I recall a high-ranking political insider 
describing the situation that particular year this way. He said the legislative 
leaders at that time basically said “yes” to every single special interest 
group request for state funding and then implemented a 20% increase in 
the state sales tax to pay for them. Many would suggest that a true leader 
would have recognised that not everything could be funded, prioritised 
and even eliminated some expenses and balanced the budget without 
going to the taxpayers for more of their hard-earned money.’

Politician D believes the only way to fix the problem is electing men and 
women who care more about doing the best thing for our state rather than 
their political party or their own political interests. After all, money will 
always be a corrupting force in politics, whether in the form of political 
campaign contributions or earmarked government spending. We just need 
to find more men and women who can resist the temptation to fall in love 
with the power of money.

The irony in all of this, Politician D says, is the fact that if our elected 
officials would start making the tough decisions to set our state on the 
right course, although some citizens might be a little volatile at first, 
soon they would see the improvement in the state and give their full 
support to their elected leaders. Voters are looking for someone whom 
they feel they can trust even if they don’t always agree with them on all 
of their policies.

Politician C says that we try to be bi-partisan when in office, but when the 
campaign starts again, we need to be partisan. Politician C worries that the 
campaign year will usurp necessary precious time to make things happen. 
Politician C says, ‘We do not want to taint the good work that we do.’

Politician H believes that engaging the average citizens and informing 
them can help lessen partisanship. People need to be informed about issues. 
Politician H stresses the need for active participation and engagement with 
the citizens. ‘We must put pressure on all the parties to have communities 
and governments that we pay for.’

Both Politician E and Politician A believe that political parties need to 
provide services, not wrap themselves up in power. That just doesn’t happen 
any more. Like Politician H, Politician E believes the leader’s role is to share 
information. Politician E says that the more robust and healthy the leader-
ship, the more people participate. Politician A says, ‘Political parties now 
just raise dollars to sell candidates. Neither the Democrats nor Republicans 
say, “Here is our platform and we mean it.” There is more demagoguery 
than substance. If I am the governor and want to change health care, I have 
the network – 88 counties. The same goes for income tax. First, I would find 
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out who the enemies are and how to neutralise them and persuade them 
they are wrong.’

This drives home the point of regionalism once again. Politician E says, 
‘We are wasting dollars with all those little fiefdoms. People in Ohio are 
strong, work hard, and have common sense, but we need to bring together 
their diverse experiences to be progressive and cutting edge. The government 
needs to empower the people.’

Asher et al. (2008: 85) note that partisanship is not an easy issue to 
address. They state:

Governance has focused largely on the spoils of victory, how to reward 
one’s friend, and how to stay in office rather than on overarching policy 
debates. States with such individualistic politics are more likely to experi-
ence graft and corruption, partly because the dominant party sometimes 
overreaches – especially if it controls all branches of governments and 
has enjoyed control for a long period of time. Victorious parties and their 
supporters are rewarded with tangible benefits, such as jobs, contracts, 
and favorable public policies, while the interests of ordinary citizens may 
be disregarded.

Certainly, citizens vote for those for whom they think best represent their 
beliefs. It is human nature for elected officials to march to the beat of their 
own ideological drum. There may be circumstances where elected officials 
embrace a position that does not fall under the umbrella of his or her party’s 
platform. However, the role of the elected official should be to serve to the 
greater good of the constituents and in the case of Ohio, elected officials 
need to think outside of their narrow silos and work together collaboratively 
for the better good of the people.

Summary and conclusion

This chapter has examined leadership in Ohio from the perspective of nine 
political leaders, including five Republicans, four Democrats, an academic 
and a journalist. Ohio, once at the forefront of business and industry, has 
entered a period of economic and political decline. Leadership has flailed 
and the state has slipped into mediocrity. Despite this downturn and all 
the virtuous comments from the interviewees, there is still very little effective 
leadership in the Buckeye State. It will take more than their upbeat, optimis-
tic and perhaps somewhat idealistic responses regarding their notions of 
an effective political leader for Ohio to regain strong leadership. There are 
no easy answers or short-term solutions.

A step in the right direction, however, would be for leaders to seek practical 
solutions to specific concerns. That starts with listening to all points of 
view, and objectively and critically examining situations. This may force 



220  Global Elites

leaders into embracing and implementing new ways of doing and thinking 
which would entail breaking tradition. This could threaten, damage or 
destroy the networks that these politicians have fought hard to nurture in 
building their careers – albeit grassroots organisations, associated political 
groups, economic and business players and constituents. Are these leaders 
prepared to go out on a limb to truly create effective change, or are they 
stuck in colloidal suspension in fear of breaking out of the mould?

Next, effective political leaders need to seek practical solutions to specific 
concerns. In some instances, this would entail putting aside partisan inter-
ests, so often a roadblock to progress, to advance Ohio’s interests. The parties 
must work collaboratively to discover common ground.

Political leaders also need to continue working hard to create transpar-
ency, root out corruption and act as responsible critics, offering meaningful 
alternatives. They cannot capitulate to past practices. Change is the enemy 
that has caused people to work within their own microcosms which has 
prevented progress.

In order to progress, political leaders will need to become more open-
minded. In Jerome Lawrence and Robert Edwin Lee’s famous 1955 play, 
Inherit the Wind, which fictionalises the 1925 Scopes ‘Monkey’ Trial, 
Matthew Harrison Brady (corresponding to the real-life political leader, 
Williams Jennings Bryan, who opposed to the teaching of Charles Darwin’s 
theory of evolution in the classroom) turns to Henry Drummond (corre-
sponding to the real-life high-powered lawyer Clarence Darrow) and says, 
‘Why have you moved away?’ Drummond responds by saying, ‘Perhaps 
it is you, my friend, who has moved away by standing still.’ Ohio cannot 
afford to stand still if it intends to adapt to the times and make a successful 
comeback.

Ohio has seen better days economically and politically, but the state has 
the resources and the wherewithal to rebound despite these challenging 
economic times. Political leaders, in conjunction with education, business 
and industry leaders must collaborate on local, country and state levels. 
To achieve success, leaders, no matter what political affiliation, need to 
work openly and honestly to address the crucial issues at stake. At the same 
time, they need to engage, motivate and educate the populace to become 
more informed and involved to make Ohio a better place to live. Ohio can 
once again become ‘The Heart of it All’.
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14
Entrepreneurs as Elites
Peter Lawrence

It is unusual to have a chapter on entrepreneurs in a book about elites.
This does not mean that entrepreneurs are the victim of some cultural 

bias, but the reasons for their characteristic exclusion from the elite corral 
are both several and instructive. To start with entrepreneurs appear to lack 
the historical embeddedness of other elites. The power elite, like the poor, 
are always with us, even though the composition of this elite has evolved 
over the centuries from warrior chieftains and then henchmen through 
divine right kings to elected of representatives organised by party machines. 
The religious elite have been similarly enduring. An educational elite, like-
wise, was originally associated with organised religion and now with top 
universities and with ‘learned professions’.

In contrast entrepreneurs seem much more recent. Although we can 
look back over the centuries and identify a few folk whom we could 
appropriately label entrepreneurs, these innovators do not get much air 
time until the industrial revolution in the later eighteenth century in 
Britain and similarly with the fast developing American economy in the 
nineteenth century. Yet these mostly inventor-innovator entrepreneurs 
do not seem to put down roots. This is probably because they are remem-
bered for their inventions and adaptations of machines but these led to 
the setting up of factories and then to corporations often becoming giant 
corporations. From Henry Ford to the Ford Motor Company as it were. In 
short, corporations surpassed and supplanted the entrepreneurs. The cor-
porations dominated business consciousness throughout the twentieth 
century. It is only in the latter part of the century that governments in 
Western countries came to recognise the contribution of SMEs (small and 
medium enterprises) and new business to the creation of employment. 
The idea also arose that these new businesses might be more innovative, 
bringing forth new products that were spurned by the more established 
companies, content with their existing product markets. The outcome: 
governments in Western countries adopted policies and programmes to 
support new businesses.
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Then in the last decade or so of the twentieth century various factors 
conjoined to increase competition (Lawrence, 2002). This, together with 
recessions in the early 1980s and early 1990s, led established companies to 
slim – downsize, rationalise, restructure, and to institute BPR (business process 
re-engineering).

While all this was going on the business academics ‘gifted’ the corporations 
the idea of core competence, something special that particular companies 
do better than others, that links their products but is independent of any 
particular product. An often-quoted example is Honda and petrol engines. 
‘How many Hondas can you get in a two-car garage?’ students on business 
strategy courses were asked, and the answer is not two (or three if you put 
two on their side, side by side, and a third on top) but a bigger number that 
embraces all the Honda products with a petrol engine from outboard motor 
to snow blower.

‘How do you determine your core competence?’ came the rhetorical 
question. Answer: ‘Outsource everything you can and what you have left is 
the core competence.’ So ‘outsourcing away from core competence’ became 
the norm in the 1990s and is still running its course. This in turn creates 
extensive opportunities for both SMEs and new companies, to take up the 
slack in doing for larger companies things they previously did for them-
selves (we will offer some examples as the present chapter enfolds). The 
entrepreneur is centre stage at last.

In this way one may make the case for having a chapter on entrepreneurs. 
But a rather tricky question remains, namely, which entrepreneurs should 
appear in it?

Perhaps the answer to the question has been clouded by academic 
research. While a great deal is being published on entrepreneurs and busi-
ness start-ups in the present time, one line of social science research has 
been enduring. This is to determine the psychological make-up of the 
entrepreneur, to answer as fully and as accurately as possible the question: 
What personality traits does the entrepreneur exhibit? – strong achieve-
ment drives, for example, strong desire for independence, dislike of tak-
ing orders from others, confident about own decisions and actions, and 
so on.

Now this is a perfectly legitimate and indeed worthwhile line of enquiry, 
but there is a catch. Of the many people who fit the profile, who exhibit all 
or most of the personality traits, not all of them go forth and found companies! 
The personality trait approach, that is, fails to isolate the population of 
de facto entrepreneurs. Rather it flags up those who in personality terms and 
particularly in terms of independence drives are the kind of people inclined 
to set up new businesses, but not all of them actually do so.

There is a further difficulty following on from the trait approach. This 
is that among the many with the right personality profile who do set up 
companies, thus as it were, confirming the psychological selection, not all of 
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them succeed. Indeed the high failure rate among newly formed companies 
is well recognised. Those who try, succeed for a while, then falter and have 
to disband their companies, are well worth our attention. No doubt much can 
be learned from their endeavours. Though the learning is likely to be busi-
ness learning rather than anything psychological. Nonetheless, those who 
tried but did not make it are not candidates for a chapter on entrepreneurs 
as elite!

So what we need is a way of isolating at least a sample group of successful 
entrepreneurs. There is a way of doing this. It is contemporary, it is British, 
and the data are already published and available to all who wish to pursue 
them.

Fast Track

Fast Track companies are ones which appear on the Sunday Times lists of the 
fastest growing 100 companies in the UK in a given year, though it is quite 
common for the same company to appear several years in a row. The Sunday 
Times research operation defines ‘fastest growing’ in terms of year on year 
revenue growth. This is not the only way in which success may be measured, 
but it is credible criterion.

My initiative was to visit and interview the principal founders of 30 of 
these companies, many of which appeared in more than one annual listing. 
The selection of companies was opportunistic rather than scientific in that 
I tended to ‘go for’ anything that caught my imagination. Having said 
this I am only aware of two biases. First, these Sunday Times lists are light 
on manufacturing companies, yet I pursued businesses that were ‘making 
something’ because I have in a way a manufacturing background and was 
convinced I would understand them better. But for all my efforts I still 
only found four of them! Secondly, though this is not a bias of my making, 
though I approached many Fast Track companies in London none of them 
granted me an interview. So the sample has turned out to be a tribute to 
friendly Northerners and Midlanders.

I recognise that the tactic adopted here is ad hoc. But if the goal is to have 
a plausible elite sample of entrepreneurs, this gets you down the runway 
and into the air.

The idea of looking at the successful to see what might be different and 
interesting about them goes back to In Search of Excellence in the 1980s 
(Peters and Waterman, 1982). Here the authors set up a number of financial 
performance criteria which they projected back over some 20 years to yield 
a subset of the sturdily successful from among the larger companies of the 
USA – then they took their sample apart, looking for causes and common-
alities. In the present study, of course, the successful have been prequalified 
and preselected for us by the Sunday Times and its backroom research organi-
sation, but the model is the same.



Entrepreneurs as Elites  225

How it started

In the run-up to the millennium I embarked on a stocktaking exercise of 
the trends and developments of business in the West. The approach was to 
ask senior representatives of diverse companies what had been changing in 
their industries and in their particular company over the last few years, and 
what they expected to happen next. This formula was so absorbing I carried 
on doing it into the new century, when a colleague drew my attention to 
the 2000 Sunday Times list. I was taken with that idea, new to me at that 
time, and quickly visited seven companies from this list as a finale to my 
‘millennium study’.

This little sample was made up of:

A marine outfitter
A music products retailer
A civil engineering contractor
A generics and parallel imports pharmaceutical products wholesaler
A pub-restaurant chain
An IT contractor
A subcontract housebuilder

The ‘magnificent seven’

All of these were absorbingly interesting. In every case you could see a 
reason or usually several interlocking reasons why they had done so well. 
The founders of the marine outfitter, for instance, used their prior experi-
ence in an established company in that industry to reduce costs to their clients, 
at the same time offering clients across the board services and expertise 
that would normally be associated with bigger, well-established companies. 
Some of this expertise, knowledge crossed with the regulatory requirements, 
also acted as a barrier to possible new entrants. The company cultivated 
customer relationships more zealously, and rendered superior service at the 
customer interface.

The music retailer had engineered a simple, low-cost retail format, driven 
by ingeniously sourced low-cost merchandise, enabling competitive pricing 
in the shops together with good margins. This formula establishes a reputation 
for cheapness that facilitates some raising of prices when conditions change, 
without harming sales!

With the civil engineering contractor there seemed to be lots of factors:

Focus on ‘all the things you can’t see’ like boilers, air-conditioning, 
electrical outfitting, and unglamorous structures like internet switching 
sheds – not so price sensitive, more difficult for the customer to second 
guess.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
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Like the marine outfitter, it offered broader capability, in this case design 
and build, than would normally be the case with same-sized rivals.
They had resourcefully solved the skills and manpower shortage in the 
London area where they operated.
They offered employment management services to other companies.
They exploited employment law and worker expectation differences to 
gain contracts in the more regulated EU countries.

The pharmaceuticals wholesaler majored on a price competitive mix domi-
nated by generics and parallel imports. These categories, especially the 
imports, are subject to severe regulation, and ‘qualifying’ represents a sig-
nificant entry barrier. The company had a clear segment focus, singleton 
pharmacies and smaller groups, which removed it from competition with 
the big players. It had a very clear picture of the operational and social needs 
of its customers, dispensers in scattered chemist shops, and met these needs 
in a way that was both sensible and kindly. In an industry awash with com-
plicated discount and rebate systems, it operated a transparent discount that 
was deducted from the initial price. And like the marine outfitter and the 
civil engineering contractor it exhibited the image and capability of a larger 
more established company.

The pub-restaurant chain was founded on a customer segment in terms 
of class/occupation and life stage, and themed by the physical location 
of many of the pubs. It had a standardised low cost operational format 
and employed countless bits of trade know-how to make its offering more 
appealing (and lucrative). One of its strengths was addressing the needs and 
preferences of female customers.

The IT contractor had identified a high end, high margin niche, protected 
by an intangible entry barrier. Most IT contractors work on big numbers 
and thin margins, and compete on price. But this company is specialising 
in the top 10% of IT staff, those with management and interpersonal skills. 
It has taken the trouble to select and ‘qualify’ this minority, which normal 
IT contractors do not/cannot do, and this is the entry barrier. The major 
consultancy and accountancy partnerships can do this selection and offer 
a comparable service, but their fees are much higher. And at the other end 
of the chain this company has more discussion with the client organisa-
tions, tending in turn to strengthen the relationship, leading to repeat 
business, and to developing its ‘know-how image’ in particular industry 
segments.

Lastly our subcontract housebuilder was amazingly efficient in an industry 
often regarded as sloppy, overly driven by ‘the way we’ve always done it’ and 
slow to adopt IT. This company’s strengths were anticipation (of needs and 
developments), control, process simplification and heavy IT. The result: the 
subcontracts from the volume housebuilders, which were expected in the 
industry to yield margins of 2–3%, came out at 8–9% for our company.

•

•

•
•
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Going back for more

I had been fascinated by this exposure to these Fast Track companies. When 
I came to write the book on the pattern of business development around 
the millennium (Lawrence, 2002) I made a disproportionate use of the 
testimonies of the founders of these seven companies to develop arguments, 
illustrate points and above all to show how competitive advantage may be 
constructed.

At the same time I was beguiled by the ‘magnificent seven’. There were 
plenty of answers to the question: Why did they succeed? But no single 
success formula. Nothing that applied to all of them. But then, I only had 
seven of them. What would it be like with a larger sample? What gener-
alisations might be possible if you had 20 or even 30 on which to base 
them?

Both in response to this question and because of the high level of interest 
and understanding that they offered I resolved to go back for more.

So between the autumn of 2007 and January 2009 I visited another 23 Fast 
Track companies and their principal founders (or occasionally key lieuten-
ants). These 23 were taken from the 2006 and 2007 Sunday Times lists, most 
of the companies being on both lists. These 23 include four manufacturing 
companies and another three building/civil engineering firms. The rest are 
a fascinating mix of service companies (see Table 14.1).

Table 14.1 Sunday Times Fast Track companies (2006 and 2007)

 1. Prohire
Truck hire and maintenance.

 2. Covion
Facilities infrastructure support (more conventionally, facilities 
management).

 3. SPI Materials Ltd.
Manufacturer: Metal (tubular) components, mostly emissions related for auto 
industry, then components for the chemical and medical industries too.

 4. AYS
Domiciliary care provider for the old and infirm.

 5. T-Wall Garages
Car dealerships, principally Vauxhall, added Ford.

 6. Reflex Labels Ltd.
Manufacturer: Sticky labels, mostly for food industry.

 7. Widget
Software originator, later distributor for Tom Tom SatNav, with other 
intellectual property based initiatives, referred to in the interview as ‘the 9 
dwarves’.

(continued )



 8. Really Useful Products
Manufacturer: Plastic storage boxes.

 9. Gladedale Holdings Ltd.
Housebuilder.

10. McLaren Construction Ltd.
Civil engineering.

11. SEH Holding Ltd.
Builder cum civil engineering, some manufacture, some plant hire, some 
direct sales.

12. Encore Personnel Services
Recruitment agency, specialising in providing blue-collar workers, mostly 
Polish or other Central Europeans.

13. Go Interiors
Wholesaler – suspended ceilings and other internal building products.

14. 99p Stores
Discount retailer, distinctive format, seasonal offerings.

15. React Fast
Domestic repairs (plumbing, electrical, locksmith, etc.) via subcontractors, 
plus a domestic maintenance insurance product, plus fee-based intensive 
courses (plumbing, electrical, etc.), plus franchising domestic repair 
operation.

16. Esterform Packaging Ltd.
Manufacturer: PET containers and later plastic bottles.

17. Parasol Plc
Tax plus services to contracted (freelance) IT professionals, later to other 
occupational groups.

18. Audley Travel
Upmarket private (overseas) travel.

19. The Specialist Hire Group
Fork lift truck and crane hire.

20. Power On Connections
Taking electrical power from grid to non-domestic users (shopping malls, 
office complexes) via substations, cable and meters.

21. Wind Prospect Group
Wind power generation installations.

22. Clipper Logistics Group
Trucking.

23. Riverford Organic Vegetables
Production (variously sourced), sale and distribution of boxed organic 
vegetables, principally to households.

Table 14.1 Continued

228  
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A winning formula?

A larger sample now totalling 30 does indeed facilitate more confident 
generalisation. Clearer patterns emerge, and some new themes surface, all 
of which is explored in the pages that follow.

It is probably unrealistic to hope for a single winning formula that applies 
to every company in the sample. But this larger data set does suggest a 
looser formula, consisting of three related elements. This formula is the three 
F’s – First, Fast and Focused.

First

Some of the companies were quite literally ‘the first’ to do something. The 
founder of Really Useful (plastic storage boxes) told me he was fed up with 
archiving papers in cardboard boxes, had the idea of a plastic alternative, set 
up a company to do it, did the design and then produced them first with the 
manufacturing subcontracted, later with production in-house.

Audley Travel is a personal travel company, which designs and manages 
individual trips and is the opposite of the package tour with its set departure 
dates and group travel arrangements. Its founder told me:

‘Ten years ago [when he started it] there was nothing like this.’

Power On Connections’ work is connecting up new non-residential enti-
ties such as shopping malls to the national grid. Once upon a time this 
could only be done by the regional power companies. Official deregulation 
occurred in 1996 but not until 2002 did OffGen publish documentation 
showing new entrants what they had to do to become competitors. Of 
course you needed Lloyds certification to do this work. Power On was the 
first company to get it.

But it is important here to understand ‘First’ in a more diffuse way. That 
is, almost all the companies did something new, there was some element 
of originality in what they did or how they did it. They reconfigured the 
industry in some way, reformulated a service or its delivery, found new 
applications or new customers or new ways of propagating themselves or 
they brought together diverse players in a creative way.

Examples will emerge when we look at some of the specifics.

Fast

Going at it hammer and tongs, especially in the early days, was a recurrent 
theme across the sample. That is to say, conspicuously striving to build up 
the customer base, market share and revenue.

Really Useful Products, for example, founded the company within weeks 
of having the idea, racked up sales and production to match, and at the time 
of the interview was stockpiling produce to ship to the USA.
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The founder of Encore Personal Services (a blue-collar worker recruiting 
agency) after a partnered management buy-out (MBO) that did not work 
out, losing the stake the vice-chairman insisted he put up, and facing a 
restraint of competition which kept him out of his newly founded business 
for six weeks, reminisced:

‘God, did we sell! We sold like nobody before. In fact we were very success-
ful in the first six months, more profitable than at any time.’

Or the principal founder of Esterform, dealing at the beginning in his high-
margin, speciality products:

‘Did this for six months flat out to get cash, I packed bottles during the 
night and sold by day.’

Or Parasol, whose initial value proposition is to service IT freelancers/
contractors, on the web, with an integrated data and accounting package, 
for £100, where previously many of these freelancers had paid a higher 
fee to have their affairs processed by accountants by post! Furthermore, 
Parasol is a Plc! All quite legal, the capital requirement is only about £50k, 
the reporting requirements are more stringent but not unbearable, and of 
course it gives the impression of a big company with an established presence 
in the industry. The founder ran these two key facts together for me, viz:

‘Plc x Cheap � Customers!’

Or again the exemplary Power On Connections who spoke in 2008 of 40% 
growth per year.

Focused

After being first and fast, the next thing is being focused. Again Power On 
Connections is a good example. They are focused in several ways:

They don’t do this connection work as an adjunct to an existing business; 
this is their business.
They do the work themselves, there is no subcontracting.
They focused on the Midlands, only allowing themselves to be drawn 
into other regions at the request of existing customers.
They concentrate on retail parks, office developments and industry parks; 
not housing estates – more precarious, lower-margin, get bossed around 
by national builders!

Power On is a nice follow-on case, but my 23 companies are awash with 
examples of this focus, especially in their early days. Reflex Labels concentrates 
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on the food industry via supermarkets; SPI (Materials) Ltd. concentrated on 
emissions-related parts for the motor industry; 99p Stores on shops with a 
distinctive function and format; Parasol (management of the employment of 
contractors) on IT contractors, and got critical mass here before moving on to 
other professional groups; Encore (recruitment) focused on blue-collar employ-
ment and on Polish workers in particular, broadening out to workers from 
other Eastern European countries; Clipper Logistics started with a fashion-retail 
focus, and so on.

These three F’s – First, Fast and Focused – appear to explain a lot of the 
success of these Fast Track companies. I have only sought here to give a few 
illustrations, not to list the lot, though there is a lot that could be listed. But 
the three F’s are not the whole game.

Reconfiguration

Many of our Fast Track companies are adapting to or benefiting from a 
change in the ways companies organise themselves and industries are con-
figured. Consider first the big picture.

For more than twenty years focus has been the name of the game, and 
companies have been outsourcing away from core competence. One simple 
result – companies are less keen to own things just because they need to use 
them. Enter Prohire, one of our companies, that hires out trucks and manages 
the maintenance and documentation. And enter The Specialist Hire Group, 
another one; after all who wants to own a crane and tie up £1m or even fork 
lift trucks for that matter when they can lease them from Specialist Hire and 
get free advice on how and when to upgrade the fleet and indeed on what 
equipment they need for their industrial purpose.

Or consider manpower. No company wants to personally employ a 
surplus of expensive IT people that it only needs occasionally for major 
projects or system upgrading. Enter all the IT contractors, including the 
high end operator reviewed earlier in the discussion of the ‘magnificent 
seven’. A further twist is that these IT contractors want to contract the 
staff and take the fee but not necessarily manage them in terms of tax and 
employment contract. Enter Parasol, another of our companies, that pro-
vides just that service.

It is the same with manning levels. No one wants to staff up to meet 
(intermittent) maximum demand. Enter another of our companies Encore 
Personal Services, providing contract blue-collar workers. Indeed the Sunday 
Times often points out when presenting its list of winners that consultancy 
and recruitment firms are the most numerous categories.

The same with health care. Because of demographic change there is greater 
need for care for the elderly. And because of legislation during John Major’s 
premiership (1990–7) much of this provision has to come from the private 
sector. Enter AYS, another of our companies that is a provider of domiciliary 
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care for the elderly, and in its glory days a great ‘taker-over’ and successful 
integrator of other such facilities, often at their request.

But sometimes it goes further than this. The idea that an industry may be 
reconfigured from within, albeit by an upstart, has gained credence since 
Southwest Airlines set up originally to offer cheap fares flying the Texas 
Triangle (Dallas–Houston–San Antonio) and thus became the inspirational 
model for cheap airlines.

The Sunday Times lists also offer examples of this dynamic reconfiguration. 
One of the stars of the 2007 list, for example, Move-with-us, is an Internet-
based estate agency. Parasol (supra) is driving change (reconfiguration) rather 
than responding to it. Another of our companies, Covion, is a good example.

Covion is what is usually thought of as a facilities management company. 
My visit was just after the company had been sold to Balfour Beatty.

Now most facilities management providers are system integrators: they 
front with the client offering the whole range of services which they then 
subcontract to specialists (cleaners, security staff, electricians, etc.) and put 
in a small management team at the client organisation.

This system integration will lead providers to bid on price and then drive a 
hard bargain with their subcontractors. Then when something goes wrong, 
say the cleaners don’t turn up, all you can do is call the subcontractor and 
ball them out: but this is not the stuff of which esprit de corps is made.

Covion are not a system integrator, though they do offer a range of services. 
They do this by taking relevant service people on to their own staff via the 
TUPE (transfer of undertakings protection of employment) scheme. This 
gives, or rather gave, Covion:

Cost efficiency gains from integrating Covion employees on site, without 
pretending that everyone can do (all of) everyone else’s job.
Easier integration of Covion employees with the client organisation 
workforce.
Customers like the fact that there is no outsourcing.

This is another instance of reconfiguration. It was enough to make Balfour 
Beatty want to buy them.

My judgement is that reconfiguration, or relating to a non-traditional 
configuration of players, is an important issue for some thirteen of the 23 
companies I visited in the second part of the research.

This stronger version where companies are driving or shaping the change 
we will call configurational leverage.

Qualifications or experience

There is an intriguing asymmetry regarding qualifications and experi-
ence. This is that the depth-relevance of experience prior to starting 
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their business is a constant for the whole sample, but qualifications vary 
greatly.

First, qualifications. With a sample of 25 (occasioned by meeting/inter-
viewing more than one founder at some companies) the biggest group 
have qualifications in engineering/science/IT, some degrees – some inter-
mediate qualifications. Then there are four accountants, and another six 
with non-technical degrees. The subset with university degrees include two 
Oxford graduates, one with a first, and another star with three A’s at ‘A’ level 
followed by a first class degree.

That leaves over a quarter of an admittedly modest sample who have vari-
ously left school at the statutory leaving age with no qualifications or left a 
little later with ‘O’ levels, sometimes just one or two; one had started in the 
sixth form, but got bored and left.

This group were most interesting. They tended to speak of school as some-
thing that did not really impact on them, they sounded impatient to get out 
and get on. Then when you asked them about their early work experiences 
they often spoke much more enthusiastically and came across as zealous 
learners and opportunity exploiters.

But when it comes to experience before founding their companies they all 
have it. Their wealth of prior experience includes:

Engaging in the activity that would become the core of their later busi-
ness; an obvious example is the principal founder of Audley Travel 
who travelled extensively in Vietnam as soon as it was opened up to 
the West, and then ‘practised’ leading small groups there on adventure 
treks.
Working for a variety of companies.
Working for established companies in the same industry, that is, the one 
they were destined to enter as entrepreneurs.
Working in other people’s start-up companies.
Having started companies before, which were variously sold, merged or 
failed.

All this was given a spine of intentionality by the founder of Really Useful 
Products:

‘I tried to create my own training programme. I chased experience rather 
than money.’

Working for established companies in the same industry is particularly valu-
able. Not only does it afford trade and industry knowledge but they came 
away knowing where the fat is and how to cut it, what not to do, and in 
the accounts they gave me the established company experience figures as 
an incentive to do it better!

•
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•
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Consider as a good example of the benefits of prior experience the principal 
founder of Esterform Packaging (PET containers and later plastic bottles). By 
the time he came to found Esterform he had:

Worked as a lab technician.
Got a chemistry degree, part-time.
Worked at a mid-size company, PET Plus.
Worked for Shell and for Alcan/Pechiney.
In these earlier roles he had become very familiar with the material (PET), 
its uses and applications, and with selling it to corporate customers and 
tweaking it for their needs.
So he was well connected in the industry before he went solo.
And he had got to know the two people who were to become his partners – 
one finance, the other an engineer.

What a hand to play!

Knowledge or know-how

This is probably a false dichotomy. The knowledge and skill acquisition that 
leads to the award of qualifications, not to mention the personal develop-
ment entailed, will shade into enabling and doing. Yet when I listened to 
the entrepreneurs’ accounts it was the know-how element that emerged 
more strongly.

After each company visit when I had been given an account of the busi-
ness, I would ask myself: Could I do this? The answer was usually no. And 
what I lacked was not typically something that could be addressed by reading 
a book or looking it up on the Internet.

I would not know how to go about finding a company in China that 
could make the bits I wanted to sell in Europe, as did the founder of SPI 
Materials Ltd. I would not know how to theme a pub-restaurant chain, I 
would not have dreamed up the retail format of 99p Stores (it is much more 
than simple discounting). How would you know who out there has some 
product that would benefit from being stored in a customised PET container 
(Esterform), know how to frame a grant application to a local authority for 
a care facility (AYS), know how to identify the contingencies pertaining to a 
holiday in Bolivia (Audley Travel), or could you come up with a plan to 
increase selling space by reducing storage space for traders on a retail park 
(Clipper Logistics)?

In short we know all these companies are successful, by a credible 
measure. We know these entrepreneurs are uniformly strong on relevant 
experience, and know-how is strongly implied in their testimonies. This is 
a consistent picture.

•
•
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The Trans-Canada Highway or the pub car park?

Several of our companies are niche operators, including the pharmaceuticals 
wholesaler (singleton chemist shops in three geographic regions) and the 
high end IT contractor (top 10% of IT staff with proven managerial capability) 
and the pub-restaurant chain (clear market segment) reviewed under the 
‘magnificent seven’, as well as Audley Travel and Riverford (organic boxed 
vegetables delivered to households) – this last is approaching nationwide 
coverage for sure but it is still a niche market.

But this brief listing overlooks the fact that several of the others are 
exploiting niches where they have the chance. All the builders are: there are 
types of jobs they like and others they avoid. This idea came out clearly with 
Ipswich-based SEH Holdings, where, for example, they go for:

Subcontracts from major housebuilders to do the roads, sewers and foun-
dations; this is a bit less routine than building the house shell, less easy 
for the contractor to second-guess you.
Work on brownfield sites, which pose more problems, and not everyone 
can deal with them.
Work for well-off summer residents in Aldeburgh; that came to SEH via 
an acquisition.
Any assignment where you needed to interface with local government 
(they have local knowledge).
Plant hire (usually the prerogative of bigger companies).
Sea defence work, particular to the East Anglian coast, where local 
knowledge and reputation are important.
Conservatories, well known to add value to homes; SEH make them on 
site, display them in their own showrooms in Chelmsford and Ipswich, 
sell only to the general public (trade would expect a discount) and SEH 
do the erection.

So the answer to the question posed in the heading is that you do not 
want to build the Trans-Canada Highway: you will have to tender, it will 
be competitive, the contract will be awarded on cost, and every highways 
administrator from Vancouver to St John’s will be able to second guess your 
costings. But a pub car park in Suffolk: they will want it done on Sunday, it 
needs to be quick (ready by opening time), there may be drainage problems, 
a need to liaise with the local authorities on account of temporary road 
closure or traffic diversion, and the customer may want special materials or 
a particular finish in keeping with the pub itself (Suffolk has the prettiest 
pubs in the UK) – more rewarding than those endless miles of tarmac across 
the wheat fields of Canada.

In short, niches tend to be good news, and a lot of our companies have 
or include them.
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It should be added that I have probably been a bit cavalier with the niche 
concept, expanding it to embrace the higher margin, better protected bits 
in more heterogeneous operations.

Reputation

The Fast Track companies are a strategic site for the study of reputation. 
They demonstrate, that is to say, reputation in the making, and in this they 
contrast with more established companies. Let us start with the latter.

Larger and more established companies tend to assume they have repu-
tation. This assumption is usually justified: they have been around for some 
time, they are a presence in the market, they have an established customer 
base, and so on. But they do not expect their reputation to work dynamically 
in their favour. They do not expect to make more gains from it than they have 
already. Rather it is ‘a given’ to be safeguarded, and the corporate fear is that 
this reputation may be lost by some mischance or misdemeanour.

It is the reverse with the companies studied here. They start from scratch, 
and appear to build reputation by quality of execution and by service. A 
very common claim is that they give value for money, are competitive in the 
marketplace, treat every customer as though they were the first customer or 
the only customer, majoring on customer service, and so on.

Now while as an outsider you cannot verify this, it has verisimilitude. It is 
what you would expect newer companies to aim to do, and the likelihood is 
that a subset which have been rated as highly successful are doing it.

I was struck by this from the outset in the ‘magnificent seven’ phase. 
I spent half a day at the marine outfitters listening to stories of resourceful 
moves to solve problems for client organisations, to simplify their work for 
them, to aid clients with emergencies, to dig them out of pits where estab-
lished companies had left them. Or again the pharmaceuticals wholesaler 
whose principal modus operandi was telephone order taking where the 
founder urged that staff taking the calls would never tell callers they could 
not take the order without an order number or a product code or whatever. 
He concluded referring to the customers:

‘If they have a problem, we own it.’

This ‘can do’ spirit was also echoed by McLaren:

‘We never say no without having a good look!’

Likewise they relay stories of over-achievement. The founder of Clipper 
Logistics, for instance, referred to ASDA, giving them six weeks to open a 
relief warehouse for Christmas but they did it in five days. Outside recog-
nition is important to them. SPI Materials were due to receive a Queen’s 
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Award for international trade, to be presented by the Lord Lieutenant the 
week after my visit. Covion had already received an Entrepreneur of the 
Year award. The founder of Really Useful Products was proud of a contract 
to supply the Bundesbank, won against competition from a Swiss rival. Most 
of SEH Holdings’ friendly acquisitions were the result of people coming to 
them, or being sent by their accountants, and the same was true of care 
provider AYS. The Business Development Manager at McLaren Construction 
told me how just after he had joined McLaren he accompanied a senior to a 
meeting at Land Securities whose executive at the meeting declared:

‘McLaren is the best firm in the business.’

Incidentally all those companies whose operations involved recourse to sub-
contractors or suppliers claimed to pay them promptly, contrary to industry 
norms. This includes GO Interiors, Gladedale, indeed all the builders.

What I think we are seeing here is a symbiotic relationship between quality 
of execution and service and growing reputation, where the latter in turn 
serves to enhance business success.

Finally, during the months of the study several companies received the 
accolade of industry approval by being bought! The ranks include Power 
On Connections, AYS and Covion, the last having been bought by Balfour 
Beatty the week before my visit.

There is a twist to the Covion story. My interview had been set for the late 
afternoon because the founder had been out visiting a client organisation to 
assure them there would be no adverse change from the takeover and that 
the founder was staying on transitionally anyway. He concluded:

‘People do business with a person not a company.’

No doubt there is some truth in this dictum at all levels of corporate size and 
substance. But it is likely to be telling at the Fast Track level, and it will be 
part of the reputational advantage.

Competitive advantage

There is a tendency for competitive advantage to be identified in terms of 
(if possible) single overriding determinants of success. Business journalists 
like this, it gives them a better story; business school teachers like it, it facili-
tates learning and enhances the gain of business case studies. There is much 
value in this, but I would like to suggest some modifications.

First, there is a measure of dynamic interaction among the three F’s (First, 
Fast, Focused) where the presence of two or three of them has an enhance-
ment effect. Likewise I have suggested a dynamic interaction between quality 
of execution and reputation. Furthermore a looser dynamic has been posited 
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between prior experience–know-how–quality of execution and overall suc-
cess.

Second, competitive advantage often seems to be made up of a lot of 
factors, fitting together nicely. Consider as an example the first company 
listed, the marine outfitter from the ‘magnificent seven’:

Its founders have experience in an established company in the same 
industry.
They know there is systematic overcharging.
They perceive a customer reaction to this, particularly the CRIME (cost 
reduction scheme) adopted by the oil companies.
They know how to cut the fat!
They started as an electrical outfitter, but added mechanical capability 
via an acquisition (and acquired a set of non-marine customers at the 
same time).
They also do design and build, onshore and offshore (the latter being 
unusual).
They manage the supply of materials for their customers, doing their own 
inspection and not relying on the suppliers’ quality control.
They also refrain from ‘marking up’ the price of supplies such as cables, 
and passing the mark-up on to the client (common in the industry at 
the time).
They are able (qualified) to do Lloyds vessel verification.
They can do hazardous zone work, for example, electrical work in an 
underpass with dripping fluids!
Likewise they offer extreme climate know-how.

The result of all this is that they offer a complete service, unusual for a 
company of their size, so their clients never need to bring in one of the big 
outfitters (and get ‘ripped off’ is the implication).

It is a tightly wound ball of advantage when you put it all together.

Reflecting on entrepreneurialism

We started by suggesting reasons for the usual omission of entrepreneurs 
from the class of elite groups. These reasons have the further effect of 
flagging up some of the changes that have occurred in the nature of entre-
preneurialism.

Most obviously we have come a long way from Richard Arkwright and 
his Spinning Jenny! In the early years entrepreneurs were usually inventors, 
or sometimes their sponsors. These inventor entrepreneurs built or adapted 
machines, equipment or the means to produce power. This is not ‘gone for 
ever’ but it is no longer the norm. And ‘inventors’ nowadays are likely to be 
in genetic engineering rather than mechanical engineering.
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This is not just a reference to the simple move from manufacturing to 
services in Western countries, though this transition is clearly evidenced 
in the Sunday Times lists. My examples of entrepreneurs are less likely to be 
dealing principally with artefacts and tangibles, indeed some of them are 
scarcely dealing with them at all.

No doubt this reflects the maturity of the UK economy, and that of 
Western countries generally. All the obvious stuff has already been done; we 
are now into the subtle, the complicated and the resourceful. This has the 
effect of ‘ramping up’ the business rationale of contemporary entrepreneurial 
endeavour. What kind of businesses they founded, how they were posi-
tioned, what adaptive moves they made, how they were developed – these 
have become key questions.

Thus the companies in my Fast Track sample are variously:
Originating concepts, for example the themed pub-restaurant chain discussed 

in the ‘magnificent seven’ where a defined customer group is matched with 
a milieu, a service offering, and an operational mode to produce something 
that is consistent across the chain and distinctive in the industry; 99p Stores 
a retail concept; Audley Travel a recreational travel concept.

Identifying gaps in the market, for instance the IT freelancer provider 
discussed in the ‘magnificent seven’; Riverford Organic providing boxed 
organic vegetables delivered to homes or Audley Travel arranging customised 
foreign holidays for professionally successful 30-somethings and affluent 
50–60-somethings on either side of the retirement line.

Exploiting opportunities created by government policy or regulatory change, for 
instance AYS reacting to legislative change in the 1990s requiring the greater 
part of care for the elderly to come from the private sector, or Wind Prospect 
Group helping to meet nationally enacted clean energy targets, or Power On 
Connections being the first private sector to receive regulatory validation.

Engaging in merger and acquisition (M&A) activity to extend their competence 
and capability, which Esterform do by acquiring a bigger and better production 
facility to replace the now inadequate original site and acquiring at the same 
time a new product range; SEH Holdings are another example, adding extras 
such as plant hire and conservatory manufacture and erection.

Engaging in M&A as a means of growth, for example Gladedale, Reflex 
Labels, T-Wall Garages; interestingly although year on year revenue growth 
is what gets a company on to the Sunday Times lists, only a minority of my 
30 companies had made M&A their principal means of growth.

Picking or preferring particular product-market segments from within an estab-
lished industry, the ‘pub car park’ syndrome; the pharmaceuticals whole-
saler described in the ‘magnificent seven’ did this, so do all the builders and 
civil engineers.

Engaging in creative reconfiguration, for example Covion already discussed, or 
Wind Prospect Group bringing together available wind farm sites, bank finance, 
technical feasibility appraisal, planning permission and end-user need.
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Resourceful cross-border sourcing, for instance SPI Materials Ltd. sourcing 
most of its supplies in China, or the music product retailer discussed in the 
‘magnificent seven’ that had ingeniously sourced discounted product from 
Europe.

Exploiting the established company trend to outsource away from core compe-
tence – all the equipment, transport, and facilities providers are doing this 
including Prohire, The Specialist Hire Group, Covion, Reflex Labels, Parasol 
Plc, and Clipper Logistics solving logistical problems for fashion retailers.

End play

It has been suggested that entrepreneurs deserve to be counted as elite 
because of their achievement and impact. But the focus needs to be on those 
that succeed, while recognising that this exhortation involves horrendous 
issues of definition and measurement – we have used an ad hoc method here 
just to get started.

Given the maturity and sophistication of the economies of Western 
countries successful entrepreneurs will frequently employ resourceful and 
imaginative strategies in positioning and developing their companies or at 
least such strategies are implied by what they do. We have sought to surface 
some of these in the preceding sections. The successful will know how to 
combine inspiration and implementation, to get a sufficient number of 
different things right to prevail.

It is by their business behaviour that ye shall know them.
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Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to theorise the experience of minority ethnic 
elites in their host countries. We frame the notion of ‘minority ethnic elite’ as 
workers who possess high levels of education and who sometimes are able 
to gain access to elite forms of professional education and employment. We 
also demonstrate that the link between their skills and career success is not 
simply unidirectional as identified by human capital theorists. We adopt 
a multi-level perspective through which we frame experiences of minority 
ethnic elites in pursuit of their careers. We identify a gap in and contribute 
to the literature on careers, which to date, we argue, fails to capture the 
experiences of minority ethnic elites. In order to capture the experiences 
of minority ethnic elites, we ask two key questions: First, what are the cop-
ing strategies of migrant elites in their efforts to develop their careers? To 
address this question we draw on findings of a field study examining the 
career experience of migrant elites in France. Second, we ask how the abili-
ties and skills of ethnic minority elites are undermined across various job 
criteria by the majority ethnic group. The field study from Germany seeks 
to explain the experiences of minority ethnic elites in the context of organi-
sational structures. These two studies are presented in this same order. We 
make a distinction between migrant and minority ethnic workers, as many 
minority ethnic workers themselves do not have migration experience. 
Nevertheless, they face similar and sometimes even stronger barriers to 
labour market entry. The first study uses the term ‘migrant’ as the partici-
pants are drawn from groups who have personally experienced migration, 
with a focus on migrants from Lebanon to France. However, the second 
study focuses on minority ethnic workers who were born and educated in 
Germany. We use the term ‘minority ethnic’ as an overarching concept to 
refer to individuals who are not from majority ethnic groups.

By consulting a variety of scholarly repositories, we endeavour to address 
what we see as weaknesses in the literatures on industrial sociology, migration 
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and self-initiated expatriation by developing a multi-level and relational 
conceptual model that forges links between the home and host country, 
majority and minority ethnic labour market contexts, the individual and 
their requisite human and social capital resources and the elite profession to 
which they gain entry (Al Ariss and Ozbilgin, 2010; Harvey, 2008). In doing 
so this model allows us to explain and understand the labour market adapt-
ability in professional contexts of the minority ethnic elites over time. It is to 
a definition of what constitutes a minority ethnic elite that we now turn.

Who are minority ethnic elites?

There is no one definition of minority ethnic elites. The literature on 
industrial sociology sheds the light on the nature of elite professions 
(Muzio et al., 2008). This is helpful in understanding who minority ethnic 
elites are. A profession is a socially constructed entity, which as a unit 
translates one order of scarce resources, that is, special knowledge and 
skills, into another set of resources, such as social and economic rewards. 
According to Larson (1990) the maintenance of scarcity implies a tendency 
to monopoly, including a monopoly of expertise in the market and as a 
corollary monopoly status in the system of labour market stratification. 
That is, professions are protected in terms of entry and access to qualifica-
tions, affording professions elite status when compared to other forms of 
work and employment. In spite of the ‘internationalisation’ of professional 
services and the employment of migrants in various professions (OECD, 
2002; Stilwell et al., 2003; Aiken et al., 2004; Forcier et al., 2004; Buchan, 
2006), training and professional boundaries remain rooted in the nation 
state (Allsop et al., 2009). This raises questions about the breadth of the 
boundaries surrounding the ‘community of practice’, which according to 
Brown and Duguid (2001: 203) sees professionals defined as members of an 
‘organization and members of a larger, dispersed occupational group’. Who 
is a ‘member’ though is dependent on who is granted access, and it is to the 
features of professional entry that we now turn.

Requisite characteristics setting the boundaries of a profession include: 
a training process centred on a body of knowledge and techniques, a code 
of ethics which justify self-regulation, a process of registration and a sense 
of altruism (Larson, 1977; Iredale, 1987: 26; Abbott, 1988; Freidson, 2001). 
Combined, these features create the ‘habitus’, or in other words taken-for-
granted rules, of the profession (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Atkinson and 
Delamont, 1990: 105). Conditions of entry though may be subject to change 
according to pressures from those within, and externally to the occupation 
pointing to the contextual features of the labour market. For instance, pro-
fessional schools, professional associations and licensing bodies directly 
and indirectly influence the demand conditions and therefore who gains 
access to and who is excluded from the profession. That is, they determine 
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the number of trainees, establish how the ‘quality’ of candidates is assessed 
and as a corollary directly influence the supply of candidates into the labour 
market. These bodies also shape the norms of practice, the culture of the 
profession and the social organisation of work. In sum, these bodies serve 
several ends. First, they set a standard of practice in the public interest to 
protect consumers from unqualified practitioners. Second, they protect 
those within the occupation from less skilled outsiders, and from a rush 
of competition at a time of market surplus. Bound to this process of selec-
tion is the public image of the profession. In the same vein, an additional 
component shaping professional boundaries (closure/openness) and profes-
sional status is the establishment of a degree of power and prestige (Cullen, 
1978: 211).

This position is legitimised through a number of areas. First, state-
sponsorship which according to Larson (1977; see also, Allsop et al., 2009) 
is secured by the political and economic influence of the elite who sponsor it. 
And, secondly through the socially granted conditions whereby the exclu-
sivity of the profession is dependent on the skill that is ‘bought’ by the 
public (Parry and Parry, 1976; Larson, 1977; Witz, 1992: chapter 2; Freidson, 
1994). This position is therefore different for different occupations and 
subject to change over time.

We accept professions as elite forms of work, although not all profes-
sions have the same level of elite power and prestige. We also challenge the 
literature on business elites as it tends to focus on home country nationals 
and majority ethnic workers and fails to capture the experiences of minor-
ity ethnic elites. We explore below a number of assumptions on which the 
characteristics of minority ethnic elites are predicated (Table 15.1).

It is a challenge for minority ethnic workers to navigate their way through 
the maze of rules and regulations set by the majority ethnic groups in the 
host country and subsequently gain access to their chosen profession in 

Table 15.1 Characteristics of minority ethnic elites

They may gain access to the host country or majority ethnic labour market jobs in a 
position commensurate with their skills and qualifications.

They meet the requisite criteria for access to what is historically and socially 
constructed as an elite profession. 

Their integration into/navigation in the labour market is shaped by factors beyond 
their formal human capital attributes and includes the utilisation of social capital 
resources. 

This group is not migrating in the safe confines of inter-/intra-firm transfer.

They may treat their migration move or their minority ethnic status as a permanent 
or temporary characteristic.

They migrate to the host country or they are born to parents with migration 
experience. 
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a position representative of skills and qualifications. We now turn to the 
careers of minority ethnic elites in order to understand the interplay of 
their choices in the context of professional structures in constituting their 
career outcomes.

Understanding the careers of minority ethnic elites

Careers of skilled persons living and working outside their countries of origin 
are extensively discussed in the literature on self-initiated expatriation (SIE) 
(Bozionelos, 2009). SIE is most often described as remaining abroad on a 
permanent and temporary basis (Tharenou, 2009). This literature is useful in 
understanding the career experiences of migrants who gain access to prized 
professions in their host country labour markets. However, the literature on 
SIE suffers from three inadequacies in accounting for the careers of minority 
ethnic elites. First, the international career experiences of migrants moving 
from developing to developed countries are under-researched. Second, this 
literature remains silent with respect to the significance of ethnicity in 
accounting for the career experiences of minority ethnic workers. Third, this 
literature does not sufficiently explore the career barriers imposed on minority 
ethnic workers. Nor does it explore their respective coping strategies. This 
section exposes the three gaps in this same order.

A great deal of research focuses on the careers of persons from developed 
countries undertaking an international experience (Doherty and Dickmann, 
2008). For example, Jokinen et al. (2008) discuss the work experiences of 
professionals from Finland. Nevertheless, migrant elites from less developed 
countries remain ‘an almost hidden aspect of the international labor market’ 
( Jokinen et al., 2008: 979). Frequently, self-initiated expatriates (SIEs) are 
conceptualised as free agents who can cross organisational and national 
borders (Myers and Pringle, 2005; Tharenou, 2009). Less focus is attached to the 
barriers that constrain their career choices (Richardson, 2009). Working abroad 
is considered helpful for developing work-related and personal skills. For 
example, Richardson and McKenna (2003) investigate the career experiences 
of 30 British SIEs (16 women and 14 men) living in New Zealand, Singapore, 
Turkey and the United Arab Emirates. Their findings suggest that profes-
sional experience earned abroad was beneficial for career development.

There is research evidence that ethnic minority groups may be subject 
to discrimination in organisations (Jehn and Bezrukova, 2004). Ethnicity is 
understood as socially constructed and includes characteristics such as ‘lan-
guage, history, or ancestry (real or imagined), religion, and styles of dress’ 
(Giddens, 2001: 246). Vance and Paik (2006) recognise that ethnic tensions 
emerge in societies as the global economy makes it easier for people to travel 
between countries. Career studies remain underdeveloped with respect to 
understanding the career experiences of migrant elites from ethnic minori-
ties (Syed, 2008; Al Ariss and Syed, 2011). Berry (2009) suggests that 
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the under-representation of minorities in the international management 
literature can be explained as resulting from the fact that much of manage-
ment research is generated by people who are demographically similar to 
expatriates.

Finally, we know little about how migrant and minority ethnic elites 
face and cope with barriers to their career development in the host countries. 
Persons who face legal barriers, e.g. labour regulations imposing restric-
tions on migrants such as work permits, are known to have strong career 
constraints (Syed, 2008; Al Ariss and Syed, 2011). Drawing on interviews 
with 50 SIE New Zealanders, Inkson and Myers (2003) found that when 
they did not get appropriate visas and work permits, the SIEs worked in 
jobs that did not suit their qualifications. In addition, organisations and 
institutions in the host countries could discredit expatriates’ human capital, 
such as by not recognising their academic qualifications and professional 
experiences. Migrants can also face discrimination in accessing jobs and 
advancing careers. Legal barriers and discrimination can lead to migrants’ 
underemployment (Carr et al., 2005). Underemployment is defined here as 
underutilisation of the individuals’ skills and expertise. This causes job dis-
satisfaction and a low level of job involvement (Lee, 2005). Our empirical 
data explain career experiences in terms of how the experience of profes-
sional elites transpires with a cross-comparison by country context and 
professional group.

In attempting to fill the gaps mentioned above, we now turn to the 
work of Duberley et al. (2006) and Richardson (2009) as a framework for 
understanding the career experiences of elite ethnic minorities. These same 
authors describe the ‘modes of engagement’ that individuals use in managing 
structural influences on their career experiences. These studies are presented 
in this same order. Duberley et al. (2006) examine how public sector research 
scientists make sense of and seek to develop their careers within their organi-
sational and macro-contextual settings. Their study is based on qualitative 
interviews conducted with 77 public sector research scientists from the United 
Kingdom and New Zealand. It suggests that individuals choose orientations, 
in the forms ‘modes of engagement’, which can help them to manage con-
textual influences such as social institutions and structures. Results show that 
participants either maintained the existing social structures or attempted to 
transform them. Maintenance, as opposed to change, is a default state rather 
than a specific strategy, where a person recognises constraints and injustices 
but does not attempt to change them.

The second paper (Richardson, 2009) investigates the modes of engagement 
of 74 academics who were pursuing an internationally mobile career – thus 
engaging in international mobility. The paper draws on qualitative inter-
views conducted with 30 British academics working in Turkey, Singapore, 
the United Arab Emirates and New Zealand. It also refers to a further study 
comprising 44 interviews conducted with ‘international faculty’ who had 
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moved to Canada for work purposes. Richardson identifies the different 
structural levels (i.e. scientific, national and institutional contexts) that 
international academics must navigate. In Canada, for example, the recruit-
ment of international academics is governed by restrictions imposed by 
governmental agencies. These structural constraints described by Richardson 
suggest that an international career is characterised by ‘seams’ (Richardson, 
2009: 168) which must be navigated by individuals. Accordingly, some aca-
demics adopt a maintenance approach whereas others, opting for change 
strategies, use transformative approaches in order to advance their careers.

In the next sections we present our methods and empirical and conceptual 
data drawn from two field studies, one in France and another one in Germany 
where the position of migrant and minority ethnic elites is surprisingly 
ignored. The study on France explores how migrant elites coped with the 
complexities of the French labour market and negotiated their professional 
status. The second study, in Germany, explores how minority ethnic elites’ 
ambitions to access professions were hampered by structural barriers.

Methods

In France, the field study was made up of qualitative interviews conducted 
with 18 women and 25 men. Additionally, interviews were conducted with 
six persons involved in the making and implementation of immigration 
policies. Furthermore, relevant French immigration policies were analysed. 
In order to achieve a diverse group of participants, we used a purpose-
ful sampling strategy in selecting interviewees. Participants had lived in 
Lebanon and worked for at least a few months in France. Their period 
of residence in France varied from 2 to 39 years. Thirty participants had 
acquired French citizenship by the time of the interview, while most of 
the others had only Lebanese citizenship. They had various educational 
levels, such as Doctoral (11 interviewees), Master’s (22 interviewees), 
Bachelor (nine interviewees), and one participant had only a high school 
diploma but possessed extensive training and professional experience. All 
but five of them had done all or part of their studies in France. Participants 
were either employed in organisations (28 interviewees), entrepreneurs 
(12 interviewees) or unemployed (three interviewees). Excluding the three 
participants who were unemployed, interviewees worked in management 
(22 interviewees), engineering (13 interviewees), medicine (3 interviewees), 
restaurant (1 interviewee) and academic (1 interviewee) professions. Two of 
the Muslim women participants were wearing the Islamic veil. Participants 
were between the ages of 25 and 62; half of them were married and the other 
half were either single or dating. Almost half of them were Muslims and the 
rest were Christians.

Six qualitative interviews were conducted with those who accepted 
invitations. The interviews made it possible to question and get detailed 
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answers about issues that were unwritten in policy documents. The 
six interviewees included: (a) a policy-maker at the Higher Council for 
Integration (HCI), (b) a person involved in developing policies at the 
International Labour Organization (ILO), (c) two immigration specialists 
working with migrants in France, (d) one interviewee cooperating with 
the French government, and (e) an eminent French academic specialising 
in human resource management, with expert knowledge of the French 
institutions. The interviews lasted approximately one hour and most of 
the interviews were conducted in French. The interview and document 
data were subjected to thematic coding for the purposes of this paper. 
QSR NVivo software was used to code the material collected. Upon the 
completion of coding and analysis, selected quotes were translated from 
French to English. In order to attend to the problem of translation, back 
translation was used. In this way, collecting data in one language and 
presenting results in another does not influence the necessary rigour in 
this qualitative research.

In Germany, 30 semi-structured interviews were conducted with German 
equality and diversity actors coming from different subfields (for example: 
trade unionists, politicians, members of NGOs, academics, journalists, law-
yers and diversity trainers). Fifteen of them belonged to ethnic minority 
groups in Germany. The other 15 were native-born Germans. Half of the 
participants were female and the other half were male. The study employs 
multiple sources of data: secondary data in the form of scholarly and prac-
titioner literature overview, semi-structured interviews with stakeholders, 
and a single company case study. This field study provides an ethnic minority 
perspective, which certainly is not frequently considered in German equality 
and diversity research.

The coping strategies of migrant elites in France

Drawing on personal accounts of 43 Lebanese migrant elites, we extend 
Duberley et al. (2006) and Richardson’s (2009) concepts of modes of engage-
ment, and explain four dominant coping strategies that participants adopted 
in this study. A more detailed account of such strategies is discussed in 
Al Ariss (2010). These strategies are maintenance, transformation, entrepre-
neurship and opt-out. In order to develop their career, all participants drew 
on these four modes of engagement at different times. They are presented 
here in the mode that describes their predominant experiences.

Maintenance

Maintenance implies recognising career barriers and working within 
them in order to obtain a desired career outcome (Duberley et al., 2006; 
Richardson, 2009; Al Ariss, 2010). Overall, eight participants adopted prima-
rily the maintenance mode. The case of Mustafa shows how he coped with 
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discrimination at the workplace. Mustafa is an engineer in his mid-twenties. 
Mustafa related the story of a Moroccan Muslim woman who decided to 
begin wearing the Islamic veil at his workplace, knowing that no rules for-
bade this in the company. In fact, the company demonstrated openness and 
diversity in its advertising:

Mustafa: If you go to the website of [name of the employer], you can see 
publicity … as if they recruit some Mohamads, Rachidas, Stépahies …

Yet such diversity was discouraged in practice.

Mustafa: She began wearing a veil. People started speaking badly about her. 
I often heard people laughing at her and calling her – not to her face – a 
Ninja. I have heard much criticism, er … really very strange! I find it really 
strange how people who are highly educated … can have such negative 
images of people. Her supervisor didn’t want her to wear the veil, so he 
transferred her to another department where nobody can see her. She has 
been working in her job, I think, for six or seven years … and from the 
time she began wearing Islamic veil, we felt that people had this reaction. 
Therefore, they threw her aside. They didn’t want to understand that there 
are people of other cultures or other religions who accepted her.

Mustafa’s observation of this woman’s experience affected his own percep-
tions of the implications for his own career. Instead of changing this 
inequality in the context of his organisation, and in an attempt to avoid 
discrimination, Mustafa tried to hide, in the workplace, the fact that he 
is Muslim. For instance, in this same organisation, he was asked about 
his religion but decided not to respond clearly. Instead, he attempted to 
explain that religion did not impact his job performance. In that way, 
he felt that hiding his religion allowed him to avoid being discriminated 
against. He reported that this allowed him to establish a good relationship 
with his French boss and helped him to advance his career. This reflects 
the way Mustafa navigated discrimination rather than changed it. The 
maintenance mode of engagement described here reflects the way partici-
pants in Richardson’s (2009) study accepted the employment conditions 
in their host countries as being ‘pretty much unassailable’ (Richardson, 
2009: 166).

Transformation

Transformation denotes identifying barriers to career advancement and 
trying to alter them (Duberley et al., 2006; Richardson, 2009; Al Ariss, 2010). 
There were 15 participants who identified various barriers to their career 
development and attempted to challenge them. A great many of these barriers 
were linked to being an ethnic minority in France, underemployment, and 
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lacking the power (i.e. legal status) to work in France. The 15 participants 
perceived that challenging these barriers would give them more power to 
develop their careers.

Almost a quarter of the participants decided to replace their Arabic names 
with French ones in order to avoid discrimination. The case of François illus-
trates this. He first expatriated to France to escape war and to pursue graduate 
studies and has now been living in France for more than 20 years:

François [talking about his initial attempts to enter the French job market]: 
I had to change my name so that I could access jobs easily. This means 
that … er … when you present your CV, I never got job offers! The fact 
that I had French citizenship and changed my name [to a French one], 
at that moment … er … what I know is that once I had French citizenship 
and with my new [French] name, the first CV I sent I had a job interview 
for. This eased my insertion into the job market.

By changing his name and acquiring a new citizenship, François felt that he 
succeeded in overcoming discrimination as well as legal barriers. Looking at 
his career trajectory, François perceives himself as a successful entrepreneur. 
Success for François emerges in terms of his subjective self-satisfaction in his 
career outcome. This success is also objective as he invests in engineering 
projects, owns an art gallery, teaches in universities, owns Internet cafés and 
rents out apartments.

Where organisations offered participants positions incommensurate with 
their qualifications, participants strategically resumed their studies and changed 
employers. This accumulation of human capital gave them a symbolic power 
to challenge their institutional and organisational structures and attempt to 
develop their careers. This was the case for Aline, a 55-year-old woman. In 
Lebanon, she pursued a Bachelor degree in philosophy and worked in many 
jobs such as journalism and teaching. In France, organisations did not fully 
value Aline’s human capital acquired in Lebanon. Thus, she was obliged to 
take menial jobs:

Aline: I studied translation at [name of the university in Paris] and got a 
degree. It was great to have this on my CV! Thanks to that and to rela-
tional networks, I was able to work in translation … After working in 
several organisations … 10 years later … I wanted to advance my career: 
I didn’t want just to type texts as I used to do … I wanted to study law … 
now, I am studying law.

The experience of Aline shows how career capital gained in one country 
is not always valid in the international marketplace. In order to manage 
structural barriers to her employment and obtain valid capital (i.e. profes-
sional qualifications that are recognised) in France, she decided to pursue 
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new studies. Along with her work, she successfully pursued several degrees. 
In this way, Aline felt that she succeeded in securing recognition from her 
several employers who promoted her.

These findings show how international careers are characterised by ‘seams 
which must be navigated’ (Richardson, 2009: 168). Accordingly, rather than 
accepting legal constraints as ‘pretty much unassailable’ (Richardson, 2009: 
166), participants actively attempted to advance their careers by many ways 
including changing their names, changing their migrant status and acquiring 
valid and useful education in France.

Entrepreneurship

Compared to ‘transformation’, the entrepreneurship mode of engagement 
meant taking an additional risk in organising a new business in an attempt to 
avoid discrimination and legal constraints in the context of employment 
in France (Al Ariss, 2010). Entrepreneurship offered a possibility of career 
development for 13 migrants based on the structural obstacles they faced 
in France.

While 12 participants were entrepreneurs, one person had a career history 
full of entrepreneurship but was in temporary employment. Entrepreneurs 
used professional and personal relationships in starting their own businesses. 
This was useful in securing financial help and commercial cooperation as well 
as obtaining professional expertise.

Mahmoud, a 62-year-old man, first expatriated to France to continue his 
Doctoral studies. Upon receiving his Doctorate, he returned to Lebanon. 
He was a faculty member at the Lebanese public university. However, he 
decided to relocate again to France in search of better security for his 
family and a better economic situation. Mahmoud was allowed to study 
in France and later emigrate on a long-term basis. Nonetheless, the insti-
tutional and organisational contexts in public universities prevented him 
from working in his profession. In France, he reported that he was unable 
to find an academic post because of the strict legislation that regulates 
the employment in public universities. During his search for academic 
employment, he felt that professors selected their own students for jobs, 
even if they lacked the qualifications. By taking on the entrepreneurship 
mode of engagement, he succeeded in setting up his own bookshop and 
buying several others:

Mahmoud: I applied for academic jobs … but I soon realised that my 
attempts were blocked by selection barriers that prevented me from 
getting such positions! So I preferred to have my independence and 
decided to work in a job related to my previous profession … So I 
invented and created my own employment, for myself and for my 
employees, and doing so, avoiding all sorts of discrimination or other 
barriers.
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Entrepreneurship options were not always available immediately for 
participants arriving in France. First, they had to acquire administrative 
authorisations such as work permits and recognition (when possible) of 
their previous professional qualifications. Second, they had to accumulate 
education, professional experience and training in the business they chose. 
Third, they needed money and appropriate social contacts. With time, the 
13 participants were able to accumulate these resources and fully engage in 
the entrepreneurship mode. For instance, entrepreneurship required that 
participants manage the legal barriers (e.g. acquiring work permits), accumulate 
career capital, and venture into new business. This three-step process made 
them able to deploy their career capital in managing barriers to their career 
development in France.

Opt-out

‘Opt-out’ occurs when migrants are confronted with obstacles which push 
them to operate outside exiting structures (Al Ariss, 2010). In comparison 
with the ‘transformation’ and ‘entrepreneurship’ modes, ‘opt-out’ results 
from an individual’s sense of subjective and objective failure in developing 
a desirable outcome career. Seven participants reported that legal and dis-
crimination barriers made them adopt an ‘opt-out’ mode of engagement in 
managing barriers to their career development. The case of Hiba illustrates 
this situation. Hiba is a 29-year-old woman who has been living in France 
for eleven years. In France, she pursued her business studies and worked 
for two years. After she had her second baby, she decided to suspend her 
career in order to take care of her family. Recently, she decided to wear the 
Muslim hijab.

Hiba would love to be working again; however, she feels that employers 
will not accept her because of her choice of dress. She decided to opt out as 
she felt that the French employers would not hire her:

Hiba: I see, that even if the law protects the citizens, all these people, 
in the society are against us! Even, perhaps, policy-makers who make 
legislation! They make laws that they don’t respect! [Laughing]. [When 
asked if she recently applied for jobs in France] … Well, no, I didn’t! 
I was afraid to do so!

It is important to mention that participants sometimes adopted an ‘opt-
out’ mode of engagement prior to shifting to an entrepreneurship mode. 
One example was Imane who is in her mid-fifties. She is a widow and has 
one child. Prior to leaving for France, Imane stated that she had connec-
tions with an elitist milieu in Lebanon which was useful for her career 
development. For instance, she first came to France to pursue an education 
in engineering in a well-known university. Unlike most of the participants, 
the elitist reputation of her school gave her a chance, whilst temporary, 
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to experience a brilliant career in France. When Imane was appointed as 
general director, she felt that being a woman made it difficult for her to 
convince the company’s board of directors of her style of management. She 
therefore resigned. She decided to ‘opt out’ when she felt that she could 
no longer further her career, due to gender-based discrimination in her 
job. Shortly after that, she opted for entrepreneurship and created her own 
consulting company:

Imane: I had the possibility of advancing in my career … until the day 
I became general director of a company and then difficulties started 
… In France, despite the discourse on liberty, there is a problem of dis-
crimination … we don’t accept a woman at the presidency of a board of 
directors. This remains a problem in the professional sector … This is very 
French, it is not linked to my origins! But it is alike for all women … when 
we reach a certain level of responsibility, we have to give five times more 
effort … It is a male chauvinist milieu … statistics show it: with equivalent 
qualifications it is not the same … there are cycles, so if it becomes closed, 
I set up my own work activities.

It is useful to see how the elitist career track of Imane played a key role 
in her career development. Having succeeded in an elitist French uni-
versity, she had access to career opportunities more than other migrants. 
Nevertheless, when confronted with gender barriers, she decided to opt out. 
Shortly after that she decided to venture in a new business. This transition 
between ‘opt-out’ and ‘entrepreneurship’ shows a need to acknowledge 
their interconnectedness. This requires situating each of the four ‘modes of 
engagement’ in a particular historical moment of the life of an internation-
ally mobile professional. In the next section, we discuss the findings from 
the study on elite ethnic minorities in Germany.

Minority ethnic elites in Germany

The aim of this section is to examine how the abilities and skills of migrant 
elites are undermined across various job criteria by the majority group 
utilised to justify their labour market exclusion. This is done using the 
example of alleged deficient German language proficiency on the part of 
migrant workers in Germany. We draw on a larger field study which set out 
to understand the habitus of managing ethnic diversity in Germany.

In recent years we can observe an increasing recognition of and an 
enormous global competition for migrant elites. However, Germany no 
longer receives a high number of migrants and particularly migrant elites. 
In the case of Germany governmental policies are in fact not setting 
enough incentives for highly skilled migrants to migrate to Germany. For 
instance, the German government introduced Green Card regulations for 
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non-German specialists in 2000 (Bericht der unabhängigen Kommission 
Zuwanderung, 2001). However, the very low number of Green Card applicants 
and current Green Card holders indicates that Germany has a rather weak 
position in the global war of talent (Kolb, 2005).

Moreover, Germany misses out not only on attracting migrant elites 
from abroad, but also misses out in recognising home-grown ethnic minority 
talent, despite the fact that utilising this talent could be one means to meet 
future and current labour market demands. For instance, the unemploy-
ment rate among ethnic minority academics was 12.5% in 2005 compared 
to 4.4% among native-born academics (OECD, 2007). Discrimination, 
stereotypes, prejudices and negative attitudes are some of the factors that 
prevent members of ethnic minorities from fully participating in the labour 
market. The potential of ethnic minorities remains unused and the ethnic 
minority working population in Germany is marginalised (Ortlieb and 
Sieben, 2008).

Germany has received a high number of immigrants since the Second 
World War. Today Germany has the third largest number of international 
immigrants in the world (IOM, 2010). Nonetheless, neither the public and 
political debate, nor relevant research pays much attention to migrant 
elites. Research focuses on migrant elites mainly in the context of recruitment 
strategies (Kolb et al., 2004) or in regard of brain drain, brain gain and brain 
exchange (Straubhaar, 2000). Migrant elites are viewed as a homogeneous 
group, holding more resources, skills and capital than the average labour 
force, placing them in a more favourable position in the labour market 
than others. Paired with this notion is the assumption that migrant elites 
do not face problems in terms of, for instance, labour market exclusion. For 
example, Tanja argues:

Tanja: The portion, which is highly or very good qualified, there I would 
say that the inclusion in the labour market and in the economy has been 
very successful. I think that these people have a very secure position in 
the labour market, because of their multiethnic education, whereas the 
others without sufficient education are the first ones to be standing on 
the street without a job.

All this stands in contrast to the German dominant research paradigm 
of integration, which is merely concerned with how to integrate lowly 
skilled, so-called ‘problematic’ migrants. This might explain why highly 
skilled migrants are viewed as not worthy of further investigation (Kolb, 
2006).

The dominant discourse as well as the vast majority of research prefers 
to focus on ‘problematic’ ethnic minority groups or individuals, rather 
than on migrant elites. In this manner literature on ethnic minorities in 
Germany concentrates predominantly on ethnic minorities being in deficit 
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and on how to integrate poorly educated ethnic minority individuals into 
German society (Esser, 1999, 2000, 2001). Thereby the focus lies for the 
most part on ethnic minority Turks, who are viewed as the most problematic 
ethnic minority group in Germany (Esser, 2006). Moreover, the dominant 
discourse with its focus on ‘deficient’ migrants influences how the dominant 
group perceives migrant elites.

According to interview evidence, not employing, for instance, workers 
of Turkish ethnicity is legitimated with internalised arguments referring to 
people of Turkish ethnicity being deficient across various job criteria. This 
deficit is particularly seen when referring to educational credentials held by 
migrant individuals, particularly ethnic minority Turks. This is true to some 
extent; educational outcomes of some ethnic minority groups, particularly 
ethnic minority Turks, are far below the average of native-born Germans. 
However, in the mainstream debate the most common argument is that 
migrants do lack fluency of German language, even if born in Germany in 
the second or third generation regardless of the educational background of 
the migrant individual. This is also believed to be applicable for migrant 
elites. This notion is reflected in all interviews held with native-born 
German stakeholders in Germany. For instance, Brigitte legitimates the exclu-
sion of migrant elites in the labour market as follows:

Brigitte: I know from my husband, who works at a University as a professor, 
that young persons with migration background often do not have good 
written German, this is one reason, and for instance diploma dissertations 
are often counterchecked by others, that is logical, we would surely do 
this too if we would be in another foreign country, but logically if you 
are not even capable of writing a error free email or business letter, what 
can I say, then it is over very fast. This is one reason. Another example is, 
I have a lot of schoolteachers in my circle of acquaintances, and they say 
that those which have a migration background, are not able to create a 
correct blackboard drawing in class and that I think is a barrier and I believe 
that if somebody with a academic background has the aspirations of taking 
for instance a academic job, you need to be able to speak and write the 
German language.

This statement reflects the strong belief that migrant elites are not capable 
of writing error-free German. The mainstream debate is dominated by a 
discourse which only views migrants as being in deficit. Certainly this 
dominant discourse is influencing the stereotypes and perceptions held by 
persons responsible for hiring workers in organisations. An additional state-
ment from Brigitte illustrates this issue clearly:

Brigitte: What companies are telling me is that nothing goes without 
German language skills. There must be a better level than only rudimentary 
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knowledge of the German language, an ability to read but also a certain 
ability to write. That does not mean that a cleaning lady should be able 
to write novels, but she must be at least able to read a memo for instance. 
Thus this attitude, which we experienced for decades, why should I learn 
German, I just want to work, that does not work anymore.

It appears that companies are negatively biased regarding the language skills 
of migrants. That is not astonishing considering the mainstream debate 
regarding this issue. The same was observed in the case study company, 
which will be discussed in more detail later. However, this statement shows 
that ethnic minority workers and hence also migrant elites are mainly asso-
ciated with low skilled labour. For instance, Brigitte refers immediately to 
a cleaning lady when talking about the language skills of ethnic minority 
workers. Peter, who holds a similar position regarding the lack of sufficient 
language skills on the part of migrant elites, goes further suggesting how this 
assumed deficit could be dealt with:

Peter: Though I think if we stay in the area of academics, it has become 
thoroughly obvious that, ehm, if the mother tongue is not German, so 
ehm, that even so to say in the academic area, that there are problems 
in putting something into writing, there are deficits. But there could be 
measures targeting second language learning, such as writing concepts 
for academics with German as second language. Such things for example. 
That there are particular support measures, but with the goal to create 
upward mobility.

The interesting point of this statement is that Peter refers to the German 
language as a second language for ethnic minorities. This is rather surprising 
considering that most of these individuals he is talking about have been 
born in Germany and went through the educational system in Germany 
and also graduated from a German university. How can one perceive the 
German language as a second language for ethnic minorities in this case? 
According to Boos-Nünning (2005) the everyday life of young ethnic minority 
individuals must be described predominately as bilingual. Only 11% of 
ethnic minority youngsters live in an environment that is solely dominated 
by the German language. And 17% of young ethnic minority individuals 
are growing up in an environment dominated by the language of the 
country of origin of their parents and this is particularly the case for 
newly arrived immigrants. Moreover, and contrary to the mainstream 
perception, Boos-Nünning identifies girls of Greek ethnicity as the big-
gest group merely exposed to the language of the country of origin and 
not ethnic minority Turks. Considering that the educational attainment 
of ethnic minority Greeks is similar to that of native-born Germans, it 
could be questioned whether the language argument can account for 
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the low educational and employment outcomes of ethnic minority Turks 
compared to native-born Germans.

However, the language issue seems to be rather overrated in the German 
context. For instance, how is it possible that a significant number of foreign 
academics work in academic institutions all over the UK or the USA without 
English being their mother tongue? Thinking about attracting and accom-
modating migrant elites from abroad seems rather challenging in this light. 
Moreover, some even doubt the existence of language problems on the 
described level. For example Erkan argues:

Erkan: I don’t believe that they can’t speak a proper German. These kids 
grew up in Germany. They have been socialised in Germany and they 
received their education here and I worked a lot with the youth. But 
what I believe is that there are certain stereotypes and prejudices, certain 
prejudices exist particularly through the media, which creates this picture 
steadily. The same as topics such as forced marriages, violent migrant 
youngsters and so on. Employers, those responsible for recruitment in 
a company don’t employ migrants as they see them as a risk factor for 
their company. These are prejudices, an information deficit transported 
through the media.

Regarding the German language skills of migrants in Germany, a view of 
deficiency dominates the discourse and serves to undermine the skills and 
abilities of migrant elites. However, we should attempt to understand what 
exactly this notion is serving. A possible answer comes from interview 
evidence. For instance Ingeborg argues:

Ingeborg: … in creating pseudo criteria and in never talking about the good 
students for example, which do not get a job or trainee position, rather we 
talk always about the bad ones the ones that cannot speak German or that 
have other problems and we also never talk about those which cannot get 
a job at the university, simply because they belong to an ethnic minority, 
and the tricky thing is that they are not even talking about ethnicity as 
a criteria but instead they are saying that this and this criteria is not met. 
This is used as legitimation for not employing them. They would always 
say that migrants just do not get the jobs because they do not fulfil the 
requirements, because they do not speak enough German and so on.

According to Bourdieu social capital consists of two components: it is con-
nected with group membership and social networks. ‘The volume of social 
capital possessed by a given agent … depends on the size of the network 
of connections that he can effectively mobilize’ (Bourdieu, 1986: 249). It is 
a value produced by the sum of the relationships between actors, rather 
than merely a common ‘quality’ of the group. Thus German language 
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proficiency as a socially constructed criterion is utilised by the dominant 
group to undermine the skills and qualifications of migrant elite groups. The 
same amount of economic and cultural capital can yield different degrees 
of profit, and different powers of influence to different actors (see Bourdieu, 
1986; Joppke, 1987; Coleman, 1988). For Bourdieu each individual occupies 
a position in a multi-dimensional social space; he or she is not defined only 
by social class membership, but by every single kind of capital he or she can 
articulate through social relations. Social capital includes the value of social 
networks, which Bourdieu showed could be used to produce or reproduce 
inequality (Bourdieu, 1977). Moreover, undermining the social capital of 
migrant elites serves the reproduction of imbalances in relations of power 
and class and to secure the social reproduction of the racial and social order. 
Ingeborg referring to the work of Bourdieu states:

Ingeborg: In my opinion they are clearly blocking people with migra-
tion background, because it is about reproduction, it is always about 
reproduction. This means that these institutions are reproducing their 
young generation, and now you can relate to Bourdieu. They come up 
with indistinct criteria and alleged attributes that people should hold 
and utilise these criteria in order to exclude people with migration back-
ground and to secure the process of reproduction.

Unfortunately this possible loss of highly skilled labour is economically 
detrimental, considering the recent shortages of highly skilled labour in 
Germany. However, this is also indicative of the racism that would rather 
see the minorities from undesirable ethnicities leave, when the government 
tries to bring in migrant elites from abroad through Green Card schemes.

Conclusions

The purpose of this chapter was to theorise the experience of minority 
ethnic elites in their host countries. We adopted a multi-level perspective 
through which we framed experiences of minority ethnic elites in pursuit of 
their careers. We showed how meritocracy alone, based on skills and profes-
sional experiences, cannot explain the career success of ethnic minorities. By 
doing so, we contributed to the literature on careers, which to date fails to 
capture the experiences of elite minority ethnic workers.

In order to understand the experiences of migrant and ethnic minority 
elites, we used an interdisciplinary survey of literature in industrial soci-
ology, migration and self-initiated expatriation studies, which shed light 
on the career experience of elites from organisational and individual level 
perspectives. This chapter makes two key contributions to the literature by 
better defining who ethnic minority elites are and how they experience their 
careers. First, there are particular factors which are overlooked in the current 
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literature, including the definition of minority ethnic elites’ characteristics 
and the professional criteria that they must satisfy in order to gain entry to 
positions commensurate with their skills and qualifications (Groutsis, 2003, 
2006; Allsop et al., 2009). Our findings showed that the idea of an elite is 
created and sustained by dominant majority ethnic groups and the access to 
such status is ethnically marked. However, in some cases migrant and minor-
ity ethnic workers can access such positions although the route in such cases 
is paved with complexity and hardship.

Second, our review showed that the literature, while useful, has a tendency 
to focus on either micro-individual or macro-organisational levels, failing to 
recognise the meso level interface between them. Accordingly, we attempted 
to deal with this shortcoming by answering two research questions. We asked 
what are the coping strategies of migrant elites in their efforts to develop 
their careers. In addressing this question we drew on findings of a field 
study examining the career experience of migrant elites in France. Their 
experiences were hindered by discrimination and structural barriers to their 
career development. In response to such barriers, Lebanese elites in France 
used four strategies that were essential for their career development: mainte-
nance, transformation, entrepreneurship and opt-out. In France, participants’ 
skills, education and training alone were not sufficient to overcome the 
organisational and institutional barriers that restricted their full integration 
into the labour market. The second research question we asked was regard-
ing how the abilities and skills of ethnic minority workers are undermined 
across various job criteria by the majority ethnic group. The field study 
from Germany explained the experiences of minority ethnic elites in the 
context of organisational structures. In Germany, we showed how thus far 
migrant elites are mostly denied access to positions representative of their 
skills and qualifications.

In this chapter, we were able to make distinctions between migrant and 
minority ethnic groups as the former surprisingly experiences less labour 
market discrimination than the latter in comparison. There can be multiple 
reasons for that. Migrant workers are less subject to racism in their lives. 
They often move after school or university to host countries and face minority 
status later in their lives. This keeps them away from structures of disad-
vantage which exist throughout the life span of a minority ethnic worker. 
The good news from France is that ethnic minority elites can challenge and 
break down inequalities. Further studies are needed to show how valid our 
findings are in different national contexts and for other minority groups. 
There are indications that such diversity studies are burgeoning in manage-
ment and organizational research (Tatli, 2011; Tatli et al., in press).
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Urban Elites in Eighteenth-Century 
Northampton
Barbara Russell, Jon Stobart and Nada Kakabadse

Introduction

In recent years historians have been engaging with the concept of social 
capital and its uses and benefits to individuals and groups, and much of 
the research has concentrated upon merchant networks of the eighteenth 
century. Pearson and Richardson (2001: 673) and Stobart (2005: 298–307) 
respectively have correlated the rise of a consumer market as a positive result 
of the trust and reputation intrinsic within merchant networks of the 
eighteenth century, noting that merchants were often engaged in a civic 
role within a community. However, the overlapping networks of trust and 
reciprocity produced by the merchants or tradesmen, and the combination 
of their political and social networks are underdeveloped in the research of 
social capital relating to urban elite status. This chapter analyses the social 
capital of elites in Northampton during the eighteenth century, how that 
capital was acquired, maintained and propagated, and the political, social 
and business networks which were used for that purpose.

Like many towns and cities, Northampton had two worlds or layers of politi-
cal elites during the eighteenth century. It is the second layer of political elites, 
the town’s Aldermen, and not its members of Parliament, upon which this 
chapter concentrates. Whilst the research recognises that there were individu-
als with social and business status within Northampton the accumulation of 
political, economic and social capital networks can be seen as identifying the 
Aldermen with elite status within the urban community; and it is the acquisi-
tion and maintenance of their status upon which this research is focused.

Though the term ‘social capital’ was first introduced to the academic world 
in the 1920s, its contribution to academic research was largely neglected 
until the 1980s. Expanding upon Hanifan’s (1916) research Bourdieu (1986: 
241–58) concluded that social capital is the

aggregate of actual or potential resources which are linked to the possession 
of a durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships of 
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mutual acquaintance and recognition – in other words to membership of 
a group – which provides each of its members with the backing of collec-
tively owned capital a ‘credential’ which entitles them to turn to credit, 
in various senses of the word.

Building upon Hanifan’s (1916, 1920) initial theories that social capital 
was the product of networking based upon goodwill, fellowship, sympathy 
and social intercourse, Putnam refined Hanifan’s (1916: 130–8; 1920) ear-
lier conclusions for the basis of community interaction. He suggested that 
social capital is primarily based in the reciprocal networks of individuals 
with similar conceptual understanding of norms, e.g. duty, trust, honesty, 
virtue (Putnam et al., 1993; Putnam, 2000). However, Putnam (2000) and 
Bourdieu (1984) differ in their views upon ownership of social capital. For 
Putnam social capital is the result of interactive networks within society 
and thus the property of the community. Bourdieu (1984: 157–8) contends 
that whilst interactive networks are the product of individual intentions the 
ownership of social capital stock belongs to the individual first and commu-
nity second. It is towards Bourdieu’s (1984) interpretation of social capital 
to which this chapter leans. It is important to note here that social capital 
is the natural resulting resource of social interaction (Putman, 2000) and 
is accrued throughout life, generally beginning through familial networks. 
Social capital, however, requires time to be expended in the attainment of 
new networks, the maintenance of existing ones and the severing of unpro-
ductive network ties (Bourdieu, 1984: 10). Moreover, without reciprocity 
between individuals social capital is lost; it must therefore be spent to be 
gained.

Empirical and statistical research related to social capital is generally 
conducted through a series of interviews and questionnaires; this study, 
however, is based on archival material including records relating to 
Northampton Borough Corporation. Data were entered into several data-
bases before being layered into one single database for the purpose of 
cross-referencing and statistical analysis has been conducted. Analyses of 
wills, indentures and property transactions have been used in conjunc-
tion with the database in order to give a fuller picture of interpersonal 
relationships. Data from the records of the Northampton Infirmary and 
the Northampton Mercury have also been used as an indication of social 
and business network integration required in the maintenance of status. 
The study is set out in two sections: the first section explores the route to, 
and the maintenance of, elite status; whilst the second section explores the 
networks of two serving Aldermen of the 1770s which are typical of urban 
elite networks of the period in Northampton. The research maps their 
family, business and political connections and analyses the importance of 
those connections.
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The route to becoming an urban elite

The urban elites in Northampton during the eighteenth century were 
undoubtedly the Mayors and Aldermen of the Borough Corporation who 
were economically and politically successful. It appears that continuity of 
tradition, personal economic and social status within the immediate commu-
nity, and the future economic security of their respective families were the 
stimulus for becoming a member of the local elite. The overlapping roles of 
businessman and politician common to the eighteenth century (Thompson, 
1991; Stone and Stone, 1995; Thompson, 2001) provided the means for the 
acquisition of social capital in the maintenance and propagation of elite 
status for the Aldermen.

Education

Bourdieu suggests that the dominant class maintain and justify their 
supremacy through a formal education system of school and university 
(Bourdieu, 1984: 177). However, for the majority of individuals living in 
Northampton during the eighteenth century formal education within the 
physical boundaries of school buildings and a nationally recognised and 
standardised curriculum did not exist. As Thompson has demonstrated, it was 
not until the nineteenth century that public schools such as Eton received, 
in large numbers, the sons of businessmen (Thompson, 2001: 102); the small 
number of public schools in the eighteenth century remained the preserve 
of the upper echelons of society and for those with ambition to enter the 
professions (Colley, 1996: 180; Thompson, 2001: 127). The town did have 
a grammar school; however, education for the most part remained a private 
affair for the majority of the local urban elite of Northampton (Northampton 
Mercury, 1762) and there is no evidence that any of the Aldermen attended 
grammar school prior to the nineteenth century. Home schooling and 
apprenticeships appear to have been the usual method of education and as 
such limited the opportunities for individual network expansion that was 
to become so commonly associated with public school and Oxbridge ‘old 
boys’ networks of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Why so few of 
Northampton’s urban elite attended the grammar school is unclear, though 
it may simply be that the capital of a grammar school education was not 
seen as being a necessity for the acquisition of status in eighteenth-century 
Northampton.

However, all of Northampton’s Aldermen of the eighteenth century served 
an apprenticeship. Apprenticeships provided the opportunity for instruc-
tion on town culture and tradition, and on social and business norms, 
values and practices. In general the apprenticeships lasted a period of seven 
years, and as Defoe noted, the period of apprenticeship provided for the 
building and extending of vital business, social and political networks (Defoe, 
1726/2008: 5). It is noticeable that the majority of the serving Aldermen of 
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the 1770s were not ‘apprenticed out’, though there were some exceptions, 
for example Alderman Edward Cole appears to have been apprenticed out 
to yeoman Robert Lambert in 1746 and William Gibson more than a decade 
later. This suggests that during the apprenticeship period the family con-
tinued to educate sons and nephews ensuring a continuity of established 
values and social norms, and business practices which included a degree of 
access to established business, social and in some cases political networks. 
As Defoe (1726/2008: 14) argued: ‘if a young man comes from his master, 
and formed no acquaintance or interest among the customers whom his 
master dealt with, he has lost one of the principal ends and reasons for his 
being an apprentice’.

Politics

As in many towns in the eighteenth century, the role of the Borough 
Corporation as an institution was to act as a group representing the interests 
of the town and the townspeople (Clark, 1984: 311–38). Its purpose was to 
promote trade by ensuring that it was conducted according to regulations 
and ordinances, maintain the peace, grant all liberties and freedoms (Cox, 
1898: 20), and ensure that the town received representation in Parliament. 
The financing of the Corporation came from charitable bequests, the rents 
on butchers’ stalls and market tolls (Cox, 1898: 27). The Corporation met 
quarterly and consisted of two tiers: the first was the General Assembly where 
all members of the Corporation attended and the second was the Court of 
Mayor and Aldermen. The role of the latter was to address the administration 
of Corporation property and the administration of freemen and appren-
tices. The Court also voted pensions to its own members and exercised the 
patronage and administration of charities (Cox, 1898: 29). However, evidence 
shows that during the 1770s as with much of the eighteenth century and in 
contrast to similar size market towns such as Loughborough (Clark, 2005: 
161, 170) the Northampton Corporation did little to enhance the town or 
the lives of its inhabitants.

Civic duty was a route towards elite status in the eighteenth century and 
it was expected that all freemen would be available to perform their duty 
at least once during their lifetime (Cox, 1898). The Corporation was not 
a united or homogeneous institution beyond that of religion (Greenall, 
2000: 84). The businesses occupations of the Borough Corporation members 
covered a plethora of trades, from tanners and inn holders to grocers and shoe-
makers; no single trade group was able to dominate the proceedings either 
in full assembly or during the Court of Mayor and Aldermen (Cox, 1898: 
554–6). However, it was the Aldermen who selected the common council-
lors, bailiffs, chamberlain and Mayor. The political selectiveness practised 
in Northampton was not dissimilar to that of Canterbury or Chester where 
Corporation members also originated from the business world of the town 
and were equally selective in their membership (Ruggiu, 2001: 157). In this 
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respect the governance of the town of Northampton by a handful of local 
elites reflects a pattern and practice of eighteenth-century local governance 
in many towns and cities across Britain (Webb and Webb, 1963: 245). The 
immediate recognisable benefit was that the practice enabled the political 
elite to exercise exclusion, selecting those with whom they shared common 
bonds of trust and network reciprocity.

The first step towards recognition as a member of the political elite was to 
be selected by the Court of Mayor and Aldermen for service as a common 
councillor for the Borough (Cox, 1898: 20). However, several men who 
later went on to become Mayors began their civic duty outside the offices 
of the Corporation and in so doing were able to show their commitment, 
reliability and competency for office. Having served as a common councillor 
higher status could be conferred in being selected to serve as a bailiff of 
the town, whose duties were to support the Mayor, select jurors and col-
lect debts (Cox, 1898: 51). It was generally from the ex-bailiffs or office of 
chamberlain that the Mayor was chosen, although there were some excep-
tions; for example, John Davis was in 1766 selected directly from the pool 
of forty-eight common councillors as Mayor for that year without having 
completed a period as bailiff for the town (Cox, 1898: 40). As political 
elite the position of Mayor was significant and announced to the wider 
world of the community that an individual had achieved a degree of trust-
worthiness and reliability recognised by his peers and to be recognised by 
others. However, the real power lay with the ex-Mayors, the Aldermen, 
whose ability as a body could dictate the political direction of the Borough 
Corporation and who, more importantly, had constructed political, social 
and business networks through which they might maintain their status 
within the community (see Figure 16.1).

Nevertheless it was common practice in the eighteenth century for prefer-
ence to be shown to family members, sons following in their fathers’ footsteps; 
the most noticeable is that of the Thompson family. Two of Alderman 
George Thompson’s sons, Henry and William, had a dramatic rise through 
the Corporation. The average period of time between becoming a Freeman of 
the borough and becoming a serving Alderman of the 1770s was twenty-two 
years; William Thompson took ten years whilst his brother Henry com-
pleted the transition in eight. Their rapid rise into the political arena may 
have less to do with Pareto’s (1939) definition of an elite as the ‘strongest, 
the most able and the most active’ than with their political and family net-
work contacts. George Thompson was Lord Northampton’s political agent 
in the town and the families were related through marriage (Hatley, 1968: 21). 
However, whilst family nepotism may have been common practice gener-
ally, in Northampton it appears to have been the exception in the political 
arena; the greater number of individuals who served in the office of Mayor 
between 1736 and 1780 had no direct family connections with those who 
gained elite status through serving as Mayor, chamberlain or bailiffs (Cox, 
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1898: 554–70). This suggests that though family networks could benefit an 
individual they were not essential for political office in Northampton.

Business

Northamptonshire in the eighteenth century was predominantly an agri-
cultural county. The town of Northampton itself was small and lacked any 
major industry or large business. Although twentieth-century Northampton 
was to become synonymous with the shoe industry, the eighteenth-century 
town was little more than an agricultural market-town. There were numer-
ous businessmen and various trades which were conducted on a small scale 
(Universal British Directory, 1791; Poll Books, 1768, 1774, 1796). This was, after 
all, ‘an era of personal ownership and capitalism’ (Wilson, 1995: 22), which 
Wilson suggests was the direct result from the introduction of the Bubble Act 

Figure 16.1 Route map to political status as Alderman
Source: Cox (1898: 554–6).
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1720; restrictions on the numbers of directors, non-transferable shares and 
the general expense of becoming an Incorporated Company severely hin-
dered the growth of large business enterprises (Wilson, 1995: 44).

Rubinstein conducted research upon the business behaviour and practices 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. However, his statement that ‘the 
majority of economic activity was conducted overwhelmingly in one trade 
or line of business, and other interests as a side line to their main field’ 
(Rubinstein, 1981: 58) is equally relevant to Northampton’s businessmen 
of the eighteenth century who followed the same pattern: they acted inde-
pendently within their primary business or trade and with the exception of 
family partnerships, only jointly or with others as a secondary economic 
activity. A measure of success in business was often translated into the 
accumulation of land and property and was a declaration of interest in elite 
status, and used as Thompson suggests as ‘a jumping off point for power and 
office’ (Thompson, 1991: 26).

During the 1770s, the number of serving Aldermen fluctuated between 
nineteen and twenty-five and their business occupations varied from merchant 
to tanner. Colli and Rose suggest that eighteenth-century ‘family business rep-
resented a predictable response to instability, uncertainty and poor property 
rights and became the central pivot of a network of trust’ (Colli and Rose, 
2007: 197). However, only half of the Aldermen of the 1770s followed their 
fathers’ main trade or business. This suggests that rather than the family 
business being pivotal to economic success and status within the commu-
nity some men felt it prudent to show their independence as a badge of 
competency and ability and thus potential material for social recognition 
and power. Nevertheless William Gibson and others did receive financial 
assistance through inheritance of money and property from their fathers, 
whilst Edward Kerby and Henry Woolley received money and property upon 
marriage which not only gave them financial security but which raised their 
status and networking opportunities.

There were several routes through which a man could ultimately become 
successful in business. The first was simply through hard work and good busi-
ness acumen, the second common practice was the use of an employer’s good 
name and reputation upon completion of apprenticeship; for example, James 
Whitney utilised his connections with Alderman Edward Kerby in his adver-
tisement of a new business on completion of his apprenticeship (Northampton 
Mercury, 1774). The third route in Northampton was to make an application 
to the Corporation for funds from Sir Thomas White’s charity. The charity 
was open to all freemen between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-five and 
stipulated that the money could be used as part of a mortgage for a property 
of not more than £200, or could be used in the funding of a business venture. 
The sum loaned was £50, which was to be paid back over a period of nine 
years. Several of the serving Aldermen of the 1770s had made use of this 
funding opportunity, as had many of the towns’ tradesmen. In 1772 serving 
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members of the Corporation Samuel Sturgiss, William Gibson and William 
Davis all repaid their loans. The three routes mentioned did nevertheless 
require good network contacts based upon trust and trustworthiness.

The archival material examined in this research suggests that partnerships 
or rather alliances in business in eighteenth-century Northampton were 
rarely lifelong commitments outside of the family circle, and were entered 
into as single ventures. Family partnerships were often father and son as 
with the printers Birdsall or Dicey, who not only ran a printing business 
but produced the local newspaper, the Northampton Mercury. The family 
partnership of John Lacy and Son, Booksellers and local bank owners is an 
example of the integration between the business, social and political worlds 
of Northampton. Besides being a successful businessman John Lacy became 
a bailiff in 1781 (Cox, 1889: 554–6), followed by two terms as chamberlain 
of the Corporation. Lacy also held other positions of importance within the 
community; he was treasurer of the Northampton General Hospital Funds 
(Northampton Mercury, 1772, 1773, 1774), treasurer of the Joint Navigation 
Stock Company and trustee of All Saints Church property.

Archival records show business activity in the selling and leasing of 
property and land outside of the primary activity of trade by several of the 
Aldermen serving during the 1770s. For example, victualler William Gibson, 
plumber Edward Kerby, shoemaker Thomas Hall and scrivener William 
Gates owned and sold the Goat Inn to victualler James Miller and Stephen 
Gaudern and the Rev. Frost leased arable land to gardener John Gibson, 
victualler George Thompson and others. The sale of land and property was 
not limited to between residents of Northampton; in 1780 William Gibson 
sold land and property – business premises in Northampton – to City of 
London oilman William Fox for four hundred pounds, the property does 
not appear to have been advertised and thus suggests that Gibson had 
networks which extended outside of the county.

Land and property ownership whether freehold or leasehold was an 
important commodity during the eighteenth century. As Thompson has 
noted property ownership was often a prerequisite for political inclusion 
during the eighteenth century (Thompson, 1991: 26). It appears that short-
term partnerships were not an uncommon practice and often emerged from 
the dense network of business, social and political connections (Wilson, 
1995: 47). There are several possible reasons for this. First, there was a personal 
reduction in financial outlay – the more individuals involved in the scheme 
the less each individual stood to lose should the venture fail. Second, owning 
property or land, even on a short-term basis, brought economic and social 
recognition. Third, it was often passed on to family members, if not sold on, 
as a legacy. Fourth, joint ventures in property were the physical presenta-
tion of network contacts. Fifth, the property could be used against loans or 
mortgages. Finally, property was a display of economic success, a route into 
elite status in the accumulation of social capital.
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A key question in all of this is the extent to which holding the office 
of Alderman brought tangible benefits to the individual. There were, no 
doubt, advantages to being part of the urban elite in terms of accumulating 
and articulating social capital, but there is also evidence of more direct and 
specific ways in which Northampton’s Aldermen could profit from their posi-
tion. They had inside knowledge about the expiry dates of Corporation leases 
including land, buildings and road tolls, and this provided the opportunity for 
business activity and economic gain. Once an application for a Corporation 
lease was expressed the body of Aldermen decided whether the application 
should proceed. Success was therefore a result of good network ties. For exam-
ple, the Abstract of Corporation Leases shows that in 1755 Alderman John 
Fox leased from the Corporation grounds and stables in All Saints parish of 
Northampton, for the term of ninety-nine years, at a price of £2 per year. 
Nevertheless, new business ventures from leasing and renting corporation 
property was not always readily available and several of the Aldermen were 
required to purchase leases sometimes years in advance of their availability. 
In 1769 Alderman William Gibson leased all the Corporation road tolls for a 
period of fourteen years beginning in 1772, with the express aim of renting 
out each toll (Cox, 1898), whilst in the same year Henry Thompson bought 
the Corporation lease for a tenement in Newlands at a cost of £8 per year to 
begin the period of a 31-year lease in 1775. This forward planning suggests 
that, for recognition of elite business status to be maintained, Aldermen 
needed to constantly reaffirm their business ability and economic capital.

Social

Social acceptance was undoubtedly paramount in the acquisition of 
elite status in the eighteenth century. Being elite was not merely being 
acknowledged by one’s social peers but also being recognised by the wider 
community as elite. Having the right connections and moving in the same 
business and social circles as established elites was also necessary for success. 
Marriage was one possible way in which almost immediate acceptance could 
be attained. Thompson points to the fact that marriages between the titled 
and the industrial or entrepreneurial trades was becoming more acceptable 
during the period (Thompson, 2001), and much the same can be said of 
marriages in provincial towns. George Thompson was uncle by marriage to 
Lady Northampton (Hatley, 1968: 21), which afforded him personal interac-
tion with the local aristocracy and as such brought social recognition. The 
Rev. Woolley married the comparatively wealthy spinster Elizabeth Sewell, 
which brought financial stability and enabled him to enter into local politics 
and other social activities. However, social, business and political activities 
in Northampton during the 1770s were interwoven and overlapping.

Northampton, similar to other towns, held an annual horse race which 
many of the townspeople attended and there was regular cock-fighting 
in the grounds of Northampton’s inns. In the summer there was cricket 
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(Northampton Mercury, 1741) and bowls, though Borsay has suggested that 
towards the end of the eighteenth century bowls was becoming less attrac-
tive within fashionable society (Borsay, 1989: 178). Nevertheless in 1770s 
Northampton it offered the opportunity for individuals to see and be seen, 
and provided social and business networking opportunities essential for elite 
status. In 1771 several Aldermen sanctioned the leasing of land in Kingsthorpe 
to Samuel Treslove for the specific purpose of establishing a bowling green. 
Membership was by subscription only (Northampton Mercury, 1771: 28) the 
effect of which was to limit membership to an exclusive group of individuals 
with a degree of economic freedom, and it is likely that the membership was 
limited to interested Aldermen and successful businessmen with established 
community networks and friendships.

Church attendance also offered the Aldermen and leading citizens the 
opportunity to display their status within society. Whilst the dissenting Baptist 
congregations encouraged social mingling, the Anglican churches of the 
Aldermen offered the opportunity to display their social status. There were 
areas within most Anglican churches where the local elite would sit and 
worship together, in clear view of but separated from the lower ranks of 
society, and it was not unusual for members of the elite to have purchased 
their pews as Edward Kirby did in 1763. All Saints Church Northampton 
has several plaques which name Aldermen and other leading citizens of 
the community. They are an outward display of the importance the church 
gave to those individuals but also an acknowledgement of the contribution 
to the wider community that those men made. Equally important, they can 
be seen as the physical display of family wealth and status within the wider 
community of Northampton.

There were other activities in Northampton where the local elite often 
met. For example, in Northampton there were 91 inns (British Directory, 1791). 
Though inns were open to all members of society often men met for busi-
ness, social and political intercourse. Between 1771 and 1797 the Court of 
Mayor and Aldermen met nine times in the George Hotel and seven times 
at the Angel Inn (Cox, 1898: 51). In so doing they displayed not only 
their status as local political elites but were also able to portray a sense of 
Corporation solidarity and unity. Each year there were a series of Ordinaries 
which began during the winter months (Northampton Mercury, 1775). These 
occasions included dancing, card playing and other entertainment for 
many of the local elite, men and women alike, and afforded the opportu-
nity to reaffirm established social networks. As with many of the activities 
of the social elite, Ordinaries or Assemblies required subscription and were 
limited to those of social standing as hinted at in an advertisement of 1775 
(Northampton Mercury, 27 November 1775):

Three Assemblies for the ensuing months are proposed on the following 
terms at the Peacock Inn. Ladies to subscribe 10s 6d. Gentlemen 15s. 
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No other expense will attend to the evening. Tea, Cards, Music, Negus, 
Cakes etc. will be paid out of the Subscription. Subscribers will be good 
enough to send their servants this week to set their names down in the 
subscription. Non-subscribers to pay ladies 5s Gentlemen 7s 6d, and it is 
expected they are to be introduced by a subscriber.

Subscribing to worthy causes such as the Northampton Infirmary was a sign 
of economic and social status. Though the governors of the infirmary were 
members of the aristocracy and gentry, the subscription lists were impor-
tant, the yearly publication provided written confirmation of commitment 
to the whole community and went towards enhancing reputation and 
status, it also suggested network connections with county elites which in 
reality may not have existed. Nevertheless subscription to worthy causes was 
a traditionally recognised means through which economic and social status 
could be exhibited and were the core of the public space (Price, 1999: 195). 
Surprisingly less than half of the Aldermen made donations or subscribed 
to Northampton’s General Infirmary over the period of one decade, 1770 
to 1780; this research suggests that they were excluded from the Annual 
General Meeting and could not therefore engage in productive networking 
which may have contributed to their limited involvement as a group.

Subscribing or donating to the ‘deserving poor’ appears to have been 
an annual occurrence during the 1770s. During the winter months the 
Northampton Mercury would ask that ‘eminent persons’ donate funds or 
goods such as firewood or blankets (Northampton Mercury, 1776: 183). Without 
question the local landed gentry did so and their contributions were often 
reported in the newspaper; the donations from other citizens was not 
acknowledged by the newspaper beyond that of requesting their attend-
ance at a meeting to deliberate upon whom should receive the donations 
(Northampton Mercury, 1776: 187). In a period of history when paternalism 
and noblesse oblige were the cultural norm any established or budding elite 
would not only have donated but reputation would have demanded that he 
attend such meetings (Williams, 2000: 118) and in doing so gained capital.

Networks

Crucial to the understanding of how networks were used and maintained is 
the research which has been conducted by Granovetter and Burt. Granovetter 
(1973) considered the ways in which individual actors within networks 
optimised personal and group contacts to produce economic and social 
advantages and his research uncovered the types of network ties that 
existed. Granovetter concluded that networks such as family and close busi-
ness associates produced ‘strong ties’ which bound individuals together. The 
members were well known to each other and often belonged to the same 
external networks, which produced dense overlapping connections between 
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individuals. Granovettter’s research also showed the importance of ‘weak 
ties’, those which are not familial or involving immediate work colleagues. 
These he suggests have the advantage of a bridging effect between individuals 
and groups and have the ability to maximise potential resource acquisition 
(Granovetter, 1973). Burt’s analyses of networks identified a different form 
of linkage between individuals, ‘structural holes’ (Burt, 1992: 65–7). Used 
initially as brokerage mechanisms between networks they often provide an 
advantage against competition for the instigator of the linkage. Both Stobart 
and Pearson have shown in their research that businessmen not only joined 
existing networks but were producers of new networks. It seems likely there-
fore that during their normal course of business Northampton’s Aldermen 
did instigate such ties, particularly as ‘individuals do not move about in a 
random way’ (Bourdieu, 1984: 10).

Paramount to acceptance into an established or the production of a new 
network was the emotion of trust, which is difficult to quantify. Researchers 
of social capital generally test their theories of trust using various ‘game 
scenarios’ to record participant interactional behaviour (Kanagaretnam 
et al., 2010). Research into eighteenth-century trust precludes the process 
of ‘game scenarios’, therefore trust is assumed following the process used 
by Letki who suggests a definition of ‘assumed reliability, honesty, honour 
and truth, shared moral values and observance of social norms (Letki, 2006: 
306–7). As Granovetter, Stobart, Pearson and Richardson have suggested, 
these become unwritten rules and practices in business, enabling greater 
cooperation between businessmen and social elites alike (Granovetter, 1973; 
Pearson and Richardson, 2001; Stobart, 2005).

‘Guardianship networks’

The eighteenth century was dominated by a societal system of paternal hier-
archy which valued trust, honesty and conformity to existing social norms. 
The period of apprenticeship proved advantageous in the production of social 
capital. Firstly, the apprentice was given a trade and was expected to become 
competent and independent Secondly, apprenticeships were a time when trust 
was earned, individual honesty proved and personal reputation begun and 
displayed to the employer, customer and the wider community. Thirdly, it 
was a training ground for interpersonal relationships and fledgling networks 
to be experimented with under the protection of the employer. Lastly and 
most importantly apprenticeships gave access to established networks within 
society, business and politics (Defoe, 1726/2008: 14). Figures 16.2 and 16.3 
demonstrate the ‘guardianship networks’ of Aldermen William Thompson and 
William Gibson, respectively. Apprenticeship networks generally consisted of 
three main strands: familial, employer and friendship, though if apprenticed 
to a family member those strands were reduced to two.

Apprenticed to his father, himself an Alderman, William Thompson’s 
‘guardianship’ network clearly shows there were two main network strands. 



274  Global Elites

The more influential of the two is undoubtedly family connections. It was 
through his father’s established network that William had access to the 
aristocracy and landed gentry of the county, the business world and political 
connections. With the first of these, the network map shows that William’s 

Figure 16.2 William Thompson’s guardianship network
Source: Compiled from primary material.
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Figure 16.3 William Gibson’s guardianship network
Source: Compiled from primary material.
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family connection to Lord Northampton potentially provided him with an 
unearned degree of social status amongst the Northampton community; 
an asset which could potentially be translated into usable business, social 
and political capital at a later period in life. As an apprentice, William was 
unable to conduct business in his own right and therefore relied upon 
indirect business links through his father’s network. Whilst initially these con-
nections were ‘weak ties’, over the period of his seven-year apprenticeship 
William had the opportunity to maximise and consolidate those connections, 
increasing his stock of business and social capital for future use. Similarly, 
William’s introduction to political activity and local politicians was also 
experienced through the political networks established by his father (Defoe, 
1726/2008: 14). It was through these connections that William had access 
to common councillors and the Aldermen of the town. Again, through the 
cultivation of his father’s networks, William was able to build political 
alliances, thus increasing his overall stock of social capital and in particular 
his political capital.

Unlike Thompson, William Gibson was apprenticed out rather than to 
his father, so his guardianship network had three strands: family, friendship 
and employer (Figure 16.3). It is immediately apparent that the network 
distance between William Gibson and the aristocracy is greater than was 
the case for Thompson. Whilst the latter had an advantage of family associ-
ation and thus an automatic social status, the degree of separation between 
Gibson and the aristocracy was such that it was unlikely to produce any 
tangible capital. However, he may have gained some business network 
advantage over Thompson’s strong network ties, from the separation of 
family and employer. The separation had the potential to produce a more 
extensive network of weak ties: networking opportunities which enabled a 
greater accumulation of business capital. As with the guardianship network 
of Thompson, Gibson also had access to political networks via his father, 
which again offered the opportunity of building loose political and busi-
ness alliances for future utilisation in the acquisition of status.

Both of these networks formed avenues for integration into existing 
networks and the instigation and development of new ones. They provided 
actual and potential social capital which was necessary for the acquisition 
of elite status in eighteenth-century Northampton. The structure of both 
networks is significant as neither presents a spider’s web of connections 
generally associated with the research into the use and manufacture of social 
capital.

Established networks

There is limited archival material to show the progression of political and 
economic capital networks of any of the established urban elite of the 
period; however, data are available to suggest how elites maintained their 
status. Something of the social norms and values to which the Northampton 
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civic elite adhered can be gleaned from the list of trustees for All Saints 
Church property. These positions were long term rather than annual 
appointments and the trustees were drawn entirely from members of the 
Corporation: five were common councillors, one was the town clerk John 
Jeyes, and six were Aldermen. Both William Thompson and William Gibson 
were trustees, suggesting that they were considered trustworthy by the larger 
body of the Corporation. In turn, being a trustee produced trust that could 
be translated into social status, and was used as a means of consolidating 
elite status. Further evidence of this trust and of the business ability which 
Gibson had accrued can be found in his involvement in a case of bank-
ruptcy (see Figure 16.4). Along with his friend, Robert Billson, Gibson was 
entrusted with publicising and conducting the auction of property, goods 
and chattels of the innkeeper George Saunders, and the distribution of the 
money raised to his creditors. It is also likely that one way in which Gibson 
displayed his trustworthiness and business skills to his fellow politicians 
was the repayment of a loan from Sir Thomas White’s charity, which the 
Aldermen administered, within the prescribed period of the loan agreement 
prior to becoming Mayor of the Corporation in 1771.

Economic capital was important to the maintenance of elite status in 
the eighteenth century. Money provided the means to interact with influ-
ential or established individuals and groups, and was a means of procuring 
property. Both Thompson and Gibson held property: a physical display of 
economic ability and security to the wider community, and a sign of status. 
Moreover, their political and social networks provided access to business con-
nections through Corporation membership and interaction (see Figures 
16.4 and 16.5). In 1769, whilst still a common councillor, Gibson leased all 
Northampton ‘Road Tolls’ from the Corporation for a period of 14 years at 
a cost of £87 half yearly. This was a large sum of money which intimates 
that Gibson was economically comfortable; that Gibson acquired the lease 
also indicates he had established strong network ties with serving Aldermen 
prior to gaining office as Mayor of the town.

Pearson and Richardson (2001: 673) suggest that eighteenth-century 
business networks were rarely centralised, appearing rhyzomic in their con-
struct. However, the analysis presented here suggests that the networks of 
Northampton Aldermen had both rhyzomic and spider-web characteristics. 
A more nuanced and complex picture emerges when the networks of different 
individuals are overlain upon one another (Figure 16.6). This shows the 
importance of family connections in shaping the interpersonal networks 
between some members of the Corporation. Alderman George Thompson 
is the father of Aldermen William and Henry Thompson; Alderman John 
Gibson is the father of Alderman William Gibson, whose daughter married 
Councillor Samuel Treslove, and Edward Kerby’s daughters married Alderman 
John Fox and Councillor John Sharman. Both Treslove and Sharman 
capitalised on their network connections to become Aldermen themselves. 
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Figure 16.4 Established network – William Gibson
Source: Compiled from primary material.
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Figure 16.5 Established network – William Thompson
Source: Compiled from primary material.
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Figure 16.6 Aldermen’s networks
Source: Compiled from primary material.
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Historically marriage has often brought social, political and economic capital 
and these marriages were thus no exception.

The diagram also shows some of the business connections of the 
Aldermen. As discussed earlier, short-term partnerships were a common 
practice in the eighteenth century and often emerged from the dense net-
work of business, social and political connections (Wilson, 1995: 47). Land 
and property ownership, whether freehold or leasehold, was an important 
commodity during the eighteenth century. It not only signalled economic 
capital but was also a sign of the commercial and financial ability crucial 
to business networking (Thompson, 1991: 26). Short-term partnerships, 
or rather business alliances and projects, provided not only economic 
benefits to those involved but increased levels of trust between them. This 
enhanced individual and collective reputation, making the network bond 
stronger; whilst successful projects could also lead to the acquisition of new 
networks and future business projects. At the other extreme, Figure 16.6 also 
shows a business networking ‘structural hole’ for William Thompson (Burt, 
1992). Whether he acted in the capacity of facilitator between members 
of his established networks and the new network is unclear. However, it is 
important to know that the possibility existed.

Adding to the picture those Aldermen with Corporation leases suggests 
that several individuals, William Gibson in particular, must have established 
strong network ties with serving Aldermen prior to gaining office as 
Mayor of the town since the leases would have needed sanctioning by 
the Corporation. Lastly, the network map shows those who subscribed to 
Northampton General Hospital and those members of the Corporation who 
served as trustees of the property belonging to All Saints Church. There 
were many more interlinking and overlapping networks in operation in 
eighteenth-century Northampton than can be shown in the Figure 16.6. 
However, the visual representation does begin to give a physical dimension 
to the reciprocal nature of social capital.

Conclusion

This research has drawn on Bourdieu’s theory of social capital and Pareto’s 
definition of elites. The study examined the social capital of the elite of 
Northampton in the eighteenth century, focusing on the town’s Aldermen. 
These men had the greatest combination of social, business and political 
status, and the largest stock of social capital. The evidence analysed in the 
study has concentrated on the means through which individuals attained 
and maintained elite status in eighteenth-century Northampton. It shows 
that, despite the presence of a grammar school and a dissenting academy 
in the town, apprenticeship was the main means of delivering a business 
education – a finding which challenges Bourdieu’s theory that status 
is determined and justified through formal education. All of the serving 
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Aldermen of the 1770s underwent a period of apprenticeship, the completion 
of which entitled the man to register as a Freeman of the town and formally 
begin the path to becoming a member of the Corporation and thus part of 
the urban elite. Contrary to Granovettter’s assertion that financial gain was 
the main impetus and aim of networking, the evidence for Northampton 
suggests that economic capital was a means rather than an end in the acqui-
sition of elite status.

The route to becoming a member of the urban elite in eighteenth-century 
Northampton was, in theory at least, open to any Freeman of the town. 
However, they would require an accumulation of three forms of capital: social, 
business and political. Each required conformity to social, political and 
business norms, values and practices. Trust, trustworthiness and honesty 
were measured through the constant interaction between individuals; 
cultivation of and acceptance into existing networks and the establishment 
of new networks were essential to achieving elite status.

The most important form of capital in the acquisition of elite status was 
economic. Liquid assets enabled access to groups and activities where the 
established business, social and political elite interacted with one other; 
where social norms and values were exhibited and reinforced, and where 
network alliances were formed. Once established, these networks could yield 
incalculable social capital in the acquisition and recognition of elite status. 
Though it was common in the eighteenth century for family members to be 
shown preference for political office the greater number of individuals who 
served as Aldermen did not do so through inherited nepotistic family net-
works. In business too, approximately half the Aldermen followed the trades 
of their fathers. This implies that many individuals were required to build a 
greater number of new business networks to be successful and that their net-
works are greater in number than those with inherited networks. This offers 
some support to Pareto’s theory that elites are those who are most active.

The evidence acknowledges that there were business partnerships in opera-
tion in Northampton; however, the Aldermen appear to have had a greater 
engagement with temporary business alliances than with partnerships. The 
available evidence indicates that several of the Aldermen formed small groups 
for the purpose of acquiring property. This was significant since property 
ownership in the eighteenth century not only constituted economic capital; 
it was also an important sign of social status and was essential in gaining and 
maintaining social capital and thus status within the wider community. The 
preponderance of temporary business alliances rather than formal partner-
ships also implies reciprocated trust between the Aldermen which resulted in 
a reduction of transaction cost and the building of strong bonding network 
ties. The evidence also shows that Aldermen engaged in economic forward 
planning. Membership of the Corporation opened business opportunities, 
and many Aldermen took advantage of ‘insider’ knowledge to ‘pre-book’ 
Corporation property leases, often years in advance.
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Social interaction – particularly that which involved outlay of finances, 
engaging in subscription donations, attending ‘ordinaries’ and entering 
into sporting and other leisure activities – served to strengthen network 
bonds whilst at the same time defining and protecting elite status. Church 
attendance, meanwhile, displayed conformity to social norms and values 
amongst an elite drawn entirely from the Church of England.

The research highlights that networking began within ‘guardianship’ net-
works, which comprised the dense overlapping web of social, political and 
business connections of the father or employer. These networks confirm 
Defoe’s suggestion that it was during the period of apprenticeship that the 
networks began to be more fully engaged by the apprentice. Through this 
engagement, the young man would also become enculturated in the unwrit-
ten rules of trust, honesty, social norms and values, and business practices 
discussed by Pearson and Richardson, Stobart and others. These networks 
comprised both ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ links between individuals. The latter 
primarily comprised those linking family and the Corporation, though the 
degree of strength between individual Aldermen and businessmen is less clear. 
However, it was the network links which produced the ‘capital’ to which 
Bourdieu refers: the greater the number of links, the greater the opportunity 
there was to produce the stock of social capital necessary for elite status.

Of course, there were far more links than can be reconstructed from the his-
torical record or presented diagrammatically. For instance, the network maps 
do not reflect the actual business networks which the Aldermen would have 
had in operation both before and after elite status was achieved. However, 
they do show some temporary business alliances of the type highlighted by 
Wilson and Rubinstein. More importantly, they also suggest that the inter-
locking family, business and political networks were vital to the acquisition 
of a stock of social capital: business networks gave the necessary economic back-
ing, political networks afforded access to power and status, and family net-
works provided support and access to status. These three came together in the 
bodies of the Aldermen, whose multiple and overlapping networks provided 
them with a reservoir of reciprocal trust which enabled them to consolidate 
their positions as urban elites and to gain a greater stock of social capital.

Appendix: List of Aldermen and their occupations

Information extracted from the 1774 and 1796 Poll Books and J. C. Cox, The 
Records of the Borough of Northampton Vol. II, Northampton, Northampton 
Corporation (1898).

1751 – Richard Moor – Business unknown
1752 – John Plackett – Tailor
1753 – George Thompson – Victualler
1754 – Henry Jeffcut – Business unknown
1755 – William Jackson – Surgeon
1756 – William Farrin – Tailor
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1757 – Robert Lucas – Attorney
1758 – Lucas Ward – Butcher
1759 – John Fox – Cooper
1760 – Robert Tyres – Tinman
1761 – Robert Morris – Yeoman
1762 – William Giles – Hatter
1763 – Joseph Elston – Ironmonger
1764 – William Davis – Inn Holder
1765 – Robert Balaam – Painter
1766 – John Davies – Unknown
1767 – Thomas Breton – Apothecary
1768 – John Edwards – Gentleman
1769 – Henry Woolley – Schoolmaster
1770 – Samuel Sturgiss – Tanner
1771 – William Gibson – Maltster
1772 – William King – Grocer
1773 – Henry Thompson – Currier
1774 – Edward Kerby – Plumber and glazier
1775 – John Newcombe – Draper
1776 – William Chamberlain – Hatter
1777 – Robert Trasler – Baker
1778 – Edward Cole – Yeoman
1799 – James Clarke – Shoemaker
1780 – William Thompson – Victualler

Primary source material

Northamptonshire Record Office (NRO)
NBR indicates (Northampton Borough Records)
NBR 4/3 Book of Freemen of the Town 1730 ‘B’
NBR 6/2 Book of Enrolment of Apprentices Book ‘B’ 1721
NBR 3/5 Minutes of the Court of Mayor and Aldermen, Assembly Book ‘B’
NBR 3/6 Minutes of the Court of Mayor and Aldermen, Assembly Book ‘B’ 1770
NBR 3/7 Assembly Book 1796–1818
NBR 8/2 Mayors Accounts ‘B’ 1772
NBR 9/2 Abstract of Corporation Leases 1730–1769
NGH (Northampton General Hospital) List of Subscribers
XYZ 1287a Joint Stock Nene Navigation: Western Division 1759
O3839, List of Trustees of Property belonging to All Saints Church Northampton
YZ 8014 Marriage settlement for Henry Woolley
ZA 9940 Contract of purchase of Church Pew
ZB 667/2/50 Sit Thomas White’s Charity
Poll Book 1768
Poll Book 1774
Poll Book 1796
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The British Directory 1791
NPL 132 Bankruptcy Paper
NPL1322B Bankruptcy Paper
ZB 142/10/1-30 George Sanders Bankruptcy Paper
NPL 511 Bankruptcy Paper
D 3698 Will of Edward Bailey
NPL 2296 Will of John Gibson
NPL 2297 Will of John Newcome
NPL 2685 Will of John Gibson
WB(N) 21 Conveyance of Property
XYZ 863 Conveyance of Property
XYZ 864 Conveyance of Property
NPL 2313/2 Conveyance of Property
YZ 3737a Conveyance of Property
YZ 3737b Conveyance of Property
YZ 3740 Conveyance of Property
ZB 542/12/7-6 Lease of Land
XYZ 2015 Lease Agreement

Northamptonshire Libraries
NM 1741 August
NM 1762
NM Vol. LIV, 1774
NM 26th September, Vol. LVI, 1775
NM 27th November, Vol. LVI, 1775
NM 29th January, Vol. LVI, 1776
NM 5th February, Vol. LVI, 1776
NM Vol. LVII, 1777
Birdsall and Son Binding Co. Northampton, Northamptonshire County 

Libraries ref. NPTN 686.3
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17
Delicate Empiricism: An Action 
Learning Approach to Elite 
Interviewing
Nada K. Kakabadse and Eddy Louchart

Introduction

This chapter presents a practical framework useful to both young and 
well-seasoned researchers who are about to embark on qualitative research 
studies requiring interviews with the elite, ‘a short-hand term for those 
actors who [people] perceive as more powerful or privileged than some 
undefined group’ (Woods, 1998: 2101).

Welch et al. (2002) in their definition of elite posit that the status of 
individuals in organisations is a combination of several factors such as the 
individual’s hierarchy, personal assets and degree of international exposure. 
Welch et al. (2002) define elite as:

a respondent (usually male) who occupies a senior or middle management 
position; has functional responsibility in an area where he enjoys high 
status in accordance with corporate values, has considerable industry 
experience and frequently also long tenure with the company, possesses 
a broad network of relationships and has considerable international 
exposure.

Interviewing is one of the most powerful data collection methods for 
qualitative studies (Ackroyd and Hughes, 1981; McCracken, 1988; Berg, 
2007). For example, McCracken (1988: 9) argues that in-depth interviews 
are particularly useful as they allow interviewers to enter the ‘mental world 
of the individual, to glimpse at the categories and logic by which he or she 
sees the world’. Tansey (2007) suggests that elite interviewing can contribute 
to empirical research in political science; whereas Berry (1999) notes that 
scholars extensively use in-depth interviews across many social and edu-
cational research disciplines.

The authors of this chapter have over twenty years of combined experi-
ence in conducting qualitative studies and interviewing international elites 
(chief executive officers, board members, politicians and various categories of 
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corporate elite) who view the elite interview process as an ‘action learning’ 
opportunity (Revans, 1982). This chapter discusses issues such as negotiation 
of access, interviewee/interviewer power imbalance, conversation dynamics 
and feedback methods.

The section below consists of a brief literature review which highlights 
that conducting in-depth interviews with elites is significantly different to 
conducting interviews with non-elites. Then we introduce the elite inter-
viewing framework (EIF) composed of four key elements: (1) preparing for 
the interview, (2) conducting the interview, (3) reflecting upon the interview 
and (4) follow-up. For each element, we present a series of recommendations 
and real-life examples. The chapter concludes with a presentation of the 
elite interview cycles. We argue in the conclusion that elite interviewing is, 
in fact, a combination of internal and external processes.

Learning from the literature

Roulston (2010) argues that inquirers’ approaches to interviewing depend a 
great deal upon the type of the study, whether phenomenological, ethno-
graphic, feminist, oral history or dialogical. There are multiple typologies for 
qualitative interviews and there has been little consensus in regards to the 
categorisation of the interview process (Rapley, 2004). For example, Janesick 
(1998: 30) defines interviewing as a ‘meeting of two persons to exchange 
information and ideas through questions and responses, resulting in commu-
nication and joint construction of meaning about a particular topic’. According 
to Janesick (1998), numerous factors influence the interviewing process, such as 
individuals’ ideas and values, individuals’ personalities, as well as the context in 
which the interview takes place.

In a special edition of PS: Political Sciences and Politics on elite interview-
ing, Aberbach and Rockman (2002), Berry (2002) and Goldstein (2002) 
acknowledge that there are relatively few studies which provide practical 
guidance on how to prepare and conduct interviews with elites. Indeed, 
Qualitative Report, an online bi-monthly journal dedicated to qualitative 
research since 1990, has published twenty articles on interviewing, but not 
a single one focused on interviewing elites.

There are significant differences between elite interviewing and non-elite 
interviewing. Table 17.1 summarises major characteristics of elite and non-
elite interviews. Most notable is Kahl’s (1957) observation that studying elites 
within their context has proved greatly difficult. Kahl (1957: 10) notes that 
‘those who sit amongst the mighty do not invite sociologists to watch them 
make the decisions about how to control the behaviours of others’.

Welch et al. (2002) commented that in the context of elite interviewing, 
professional values, seniority, gender and culture have a strong impact on 
the interactions between researchers and elite participants. In particular, 
the seniority gap between the elder elite and the researcher can result in the 
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Table 17.1 Non-elite and elite interview characteristics

Characteristics Non-elite interviews Elite interviews

Access •  Relatively easy 
•  Negotiated through 

formal channels

• Difficult 
• Negotiated through 

networks

Common interview 
style

•  Structured or standardised 
open-ended questions

•  Semi-structured or guided 
interview 

•  In-depth informal 
conversation and/or life 
histories

• Open or unstructured 
conversation 

• Semi-structure or guided 
interview

Sampling method • Convenience, 
quota, theoretical, 
non-probability

• Opportunistic, snowballing, 
non-probability

Ethical safeguards • Explicit responsibility of 
inquirer 

• Implicit process based on 
inquirer’s credibility

Interview protocol • Important – use of 
interviewing guides

• Less important – may 
or may not be used, but 
useful for inexperienced 
researchers

Interviewer’s initial 
knowledge about 
interviewee

• Minimal • Considerable, including 
professional and 
personal information

Interviewee’s initial 
knowledge of 
interviewer

• Minimal • Considerable, including 
professional and 
personal information

Expert knowledge 
(i.e. balance of 
power) with

• Interviewer • Interviewee

Scrutiny/selection 
of participation 
rests with

• Interviewer • Interviewee

Source: Compiled from Fitz and Halpin (1995); Knapp (1997); Goldstein, (2002); Rapley (2004).

elite behaving ambivalently. They can patronise younger inquirers and often 
override their comments as they try to ‘enlighten’ them (Welch et al., 2002). 
Goldstein (2002) presents a series of useful techniques that enable inquirers 
to gain access to elite participants with a particular focus on how to approach 
candidates and convince them to become involved in a research project.

Fitz and Halpin (1995) observed that the level of candour in interviews 
is often directly related to the interviewee’s seniority, where non-elite 
interviewees tend to guard their responses. Elite interviewees, on the other 
hand, are open and transparent during the interviewing process. Knapp 
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(1997: 340) suggests that open-ended interviews with elite participants 
provides an opportunity for a ‘shared agenda setting’ between interviewer 
and interviewee; however, for this to occur, interviewers must play a vari-
ety of roles such as ‘insider and outsider, subordinate and sounding board, 
sympathiser and critic, therapist and spy, academic and consultant’ (Welch 
et al., 2002: 6).

Fitz and Halpin (1995: 68) note that elite interviewees are ‘professional 
communicators’ who unlike non-elite interviewees are often confronted 
with sensitive situations. This partially explains why inquirers involved in 
elite interviewing often experience a power imbalance phenomenon (Welch 
et al., 2002) whereby the elite interviewees dominate the interviewers.

Other contributors to the field of elite interviewing include Aberbach 
and Rockman (2002) whose research focused on conducting and coding elites’ 
interviews and Berry (2002) who addressed the issue of validity and reliability 
in the context of elite interviewing. The researchers believe that despite 
their political science context, Aberbach and Rockman (2002) and Berry’s 
(2002) contributions are highly relevant to social researchers. Indeed, political, 
corporate and social elite interviewees share many similarities, including a 
similar level of exposition to the public media. Lord (2000) notes that it is 
not rare for corporate elites in large organisations to pursue various extra-
curricular activities which often have a political connotation (e.g. contribution 
to electoral campaigns, informational lobbying, advocacy advertising, 
constituency building).

Regarding the format of elite interviewing, as Table 17.1 illustrates, open-
ended interviews are the most suitable mode of exchange and less subject to 
interviewers’ control. However, Wong (1998: 196–7) notes that ‘the ethics of 
ambiguity and ambivalence in research relationships will always be present 
and dependent on the local, strategic and tactical conditions of the field’, 
particularly in elite interviewing. However, Powdermaker (1966) states that 
ambivalent and ambiguous situations can at times provide inquirers with 
learning and serendipitous opportunities. Whilst in non-elite interviews the 
inquirer needs to ‘ensure the individual’s mental capacity, disclose sufficient 
information, provide sufficient time and privacy, provide the safeguard 
and ensure the individual’s awareness’ (Antle and Regehr, 2003: 137), these 
issues will not surface in elite interviews. On the contrary, in elite interviews 
the interviewee scrutinises the inquirer’s academic and social credibility 
before agreeing or not to an interview, whilst the interviewee’s secretary 
usually handles the timing and all other details. By the time the interview 
takes place, the elite has scrutinised the inquirer who has passed his/her 
initial test. Hence, the interview creates an opportunity to take that relation-
ship forward, preserve it or, if not careful, damage it. If damaged, this can 
also have negative consequences on the relationship with the intermediary 
(and possibly the whole network) who facilitated the initial introduction. 
This creates additional pressure on the inquirer.
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The elite interviewing framework (EIF)

Our experience suggests that there are four critical stages to conducting elite 
interviews (Figure 17.1). We argue that the preparation, reflection and 
follow-up phases are equally as important as conducting the interview itself. 
This is a dynamic, iterative and cyclical process (the arrows in Figure 17.1 
represent the dynamics between each stage) which follows, in many ways, 
the collaborative inquiry cycle as described in Kakabadse et al. (2007), and 
reinforces action learning (Lewin, 1942; Revans, 1982; Kolb, 1984). According 
to the collaborative inquiry cycle, knowledge is created through a cycle of 
concrete experiences, personal reflection on given experiences, application 
of knowledge and establishment of ways of modifying the next occurrence of 
a given experience (Lewin, 1942; Kolb, 1984).

The preparation stage establishes a strategy to gain access to elite partici-
pants and objectively assesses the strength of one’s professional network in 
respect to accessing elite participants. The preparation stage for elite interviews 
is crucial and inquirers need to focus on setting the scene, reinforcing their 
credibility and awareness of conversation dynamics (Stage 1). Conducting 
interviews with elites can involve power imbalance between inquirer and 
participants (Stage 2). Elite interviewing is first and foremost a tremendous 
learning opportunity; hence, inquirers need to spend time after each inter-
view conducting a thorough and objective analysis of their own behaviour 
and the participants’ behaviour during the interviewing (Stage 3). This 
reflection process then enables inquirers to build on their experience and 
develop their interviewing skills. Finally, following up on elite interviews 
and providing feedback enables inquirers and participants to expand their 
professional networks (Stage 4).

Stage 1: Elite interviewing preparation

Securing an interview with an elite participant is a subtle mix of luck, audacity 
and ability to network. For example, Goldstein (2002: 669) suggests that 

Figure 17.1 The elite interviewing framework (EIF)
Source: Compiled by the authors.
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gaining valuable data from elite interviews requires inquirers to ‘be well 
prepared, construct sound questions, establish a rapport with respondents, 
and know how to write up their notes and code responses accurately and 
consistently’. Inquirers preparing for elite interviewing soon find that the 
preparation phase is a tricky and time-consuming exercise.

Negotiation of access

Before deciding to conduct a study requiring elite participation, one needs 
to objectively gauge accessibility to elite participants. Does the inquirer have 
direct access to potential participants, and realistically, will they participate 
willingly? This requires a thorough scrutiny of the inquirer’s personal and 
professional networks. Our experience shows that this assessment phase 
may require talking with various members of one’s network and asking for 
support. Granovetter (1992) suggests that trust is a major feature of social 
capital and enables actors to pursue their goals within a network. The ‘mode 
of entry’ into the elite network has a direct impact on the level of openness 
during conversations. Personal trust is very important in elite interviewing. 
Equally, the extent of one’s network is of great importance. As Bourdieu 
(1986) notes, networking is paramount for both the acquisition and the use 
of social capital whether these are cognitive, relational or structural.

If upon the initial assessment the accessibility to elites via personal and 
professional networks is not guaranteed, one must revisit and revamp the 
research project. We have seen many frustrated inquirers and studies fail 
because the lack of elite participants resulted in wasted time, resources and 
efforts. If upon analysis the inquirer is confident that accessing elites will 
not pose a major obstacle, we recommend that the inquirer starts preparations 
to initiate the research study.

Once the inquirer has established access to elites, he/she must convene 
with the elite participants. Gaining access to elites is not purely a matter of 
luck, personality, class, gender or nationality, but very much depends on the 
level of interaction that inquirers and participants have had over a period 
of time (Ward and Jones, 1999). One must bear in mind that politically 
sensitive research studies may render participation even more problematic 
(Goggin et al., 1990), thus requiring the inquirer to take extra caution when 
approaching potential participants.

At this stage inquirers must write a short and concise summary of their 
research study. Goldstein (2002) suggests that the letter should clearly state 
the basic outline of the study and how much time participants must spend 
with the inquirer. Our experience shows that the introductory one-page 
letter (or email) should address the following six key points:

Aim of research study
Reason for asking for participation
Interview format

•
•
•



292  Global Elites

Length of interview
Assurance of confidentiality and anonymity
Benefits to participants

Most importantly, when making contact with potential participants for 
the first time, the introduction letter/e-mail should focus on what the elite 
respondents will gain by participating.

Many scholars realise that executives are incredibly busy individuals. 
Schoenberger (1991: 183) notes that a ‘busy manager is prone to interrup-
tion and preoccupation with the exigencies of his or her job’. Hunter (1993: 
167) argues that elites are ‘relatively unstudied, not because they do not 
have or are not part of existing social problems, but precisely because they 
are powerful and can more readily resist the intrusive inquisition of social 
research’. Hunter adds (1993: 167) that ‘researchers rarely study those more 
powerful than themselves, preferring instead to engage with the relatively 
powerless’.

Aristotle (1908) noted that all men, by nature, desire to know and indi-
viduals are, by nature, curious. We also found that often elites like to know 
what other individuals in the same position think about certain issues. In 
our recent study of C-level executives, we used the flowing technique to 
entice elite participation and to increase the participation rate. We offered to 
share preliminary findings of the study even before dissemination through 
academic journals. By emphasising privileged access to newly created knowl-
edge, we were able to secure twenty-five in-depth interviews within a matter 
of weeks.

Inquirers widely recognise that it is easier to secure a conversation with 
elite participants when one can justify a certain number of years working for 
prestigious organisations or conducting research in conjunction with a well-
respected university (Aberbach and Rockman, 2002). Welch et al. (2002) sug-
gest that in order to increase the study participation rate, inquirers should 
package and present the study to the interview subjects so that it appears 
relevant, and more importantly, non-threatening. The second section of this 
chapter addresses this critical point.

Assuming that one has gained access to elites through recommendation 
or personal contact, it is incredibly important that inquirers take the time to 
introduce themselves and their research study to the individuals surrounding 
potential participants. Inquirers should give a courtesy call and briefly intro-
duce themselves to personal assistants, who play a gatekeeping role and often 
control the elites’ diaries. Aberbach and Rockman (2002) support this obser-
vation and recommend that the inquirer prepare a short introduction for the 
attention of the personal assistant or appointment secretary. Morill et al. 
(1999) add that securing gatekeeper cooperation also enables the inquirer 
to understand the vocabulary and terminology within a given organisation, 
which ultimately could increase the inquirer’s level of personal credibility.

•
•
•
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We recall a situation where the personal assistant advised us to request a 
face-to-face meeting instead of a telephone interview with a particular exec-
utive, since the individual’s preferred method of interaction was face-to-face 
meetings. This anecdote presents a perfect example of a vital piece of infor-
mation that we would never have been able to gain without the trust of the 
personal assistant. Similarly, we know of many good interview opportunities 
that inquirers have lost because they paid very little attention to gatekeepers. 
Despite this, Lee (1995: 16) observes that ‘the access to a research setting 
is never a given. What is open at one juncture can close at another time or 
in different circumstances.’

Background information collection

One positive aspect of interviewing elites (apart from the stimulating con-
versation) is the relative ease of gathering personal and professional data 
prior to the interview. Some would argue that this is particularly relevant 
in political science, but we argue that this is also relevant when conducting 
interviews with executives. It is important to collect information related to 
the elite’s career history. Inquirers may find, for instance, that they have 
things in common with interviewees. Perhaps both inquirers and inter-
viewees studied at the same university, attended a similar seminar or have 
acquaintances in common. Davies (2001: 76) stresses that it is crucial for 
inquirers to gain professional information prior to the interview. ‘When 
going in to talk to someone about his/her career, it is crucial to know 
what that career was and, if possible, its most important features relevant 
to the interview.’ Several professional networking websites enable inquir-
ers to gain valuable information about the participants in a non-intrusive 
manner.

However, inquirers should not be surprised if interviewees have done their 
research too and read the interviewers’ latest book or published article before 
relinquishing some of their precious time. Inquirers must prepare them-
selves to answer questions such as ‘What is your interest in this subject?’ or 
‘What are you going to do with the results?’ Inquirers ought to bear in mind 
that they are under scrutiny. If inquirers do not pass the scrutiny test, it is 
very likely that the interview will be short. If they are successful, inquirers 
should expect an intellectually stimulating dialogue.

Using the pilot study as a training platform

Conducting in-depth interviews with elites can be an overwhelming 
experience for inexperienced inquirers. We suggest that inexperienced 
inquirers use the pilot study as a training ground for the more complex 
and intense interviews. We recommend that they conduct interviews for 
the pilot study (three to four interviews) face-to-face and with partici-
pants with whom the inquirers have had previous contact to build up 
self-confidence.
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The use of a research protocol

Three types of interview techniques are available to qualitative inquirers: 
(1) structured, (2) semi-structured and (3) open interviews (Ackroyd and 
Hughes, 1981; McQueen and Knussen, 2002; Bryman, 2008). From our 
experience, we recommend only semi-structured and open interviews with 
elite interviewees. Open interviews are very powerful, but require inquirers 
to have a strong understanding of their research topic and be comfortable 
having this kind of interaction. Open interview or ‘guided conversation’ is a 
very fruitful data gathering method; however, only experienced inquirers are 
able to guide conversations with elite participants within their area of interest. 
The open interview has a non-standardised flexible format, and is likely to 
produce a qualitatively rich array of personal insights. Guided conversations 
rely less on specific questions, but more on a series of topics to cover during 
the interview. If inquirers are not experienced in guided conversations, the 
elite can quickly turn these into ‘unguided reminiscence’. Inquirers should 
focus on asking questions that are directly relevant to the research study. 
Notwithstanding, even experienced inquirers may encounter some challenges. 
We recall an interview with an ex-defence minister and chairman of a number 
of enterprises who spent the first four hours over lunch telling us about his 
political influence before we could ask him to talk about the leadership chal-
lenges he experiences in his boardroom. One needs patience, tactfulness and 
focus in order to gain the information that one seeks.

Inquirers often consider a questionnaire as a discretionary matter in 
qualitative research; however, McCracken (1988) argues that in the context 
of in-depth interview, the use of interview protocol is indispensable. Our 
experience in elite interviewing suggests that the time one spends designing 
a well-constructed protocol is a non-negligible investment.

Similarly, McQueen and Knussen (2002: 204) note:

the process of formulation can highlight problems: some questions may 
not in fact be ‘researchable’ and although it is not always possible to spot 
this at an early stage, the more thought and deliberation that goes into 
planning, the less likely it is that the study will fail.

Elites evolve within micro-communities where each and every single indi-
vidual is connected to each other. The last thing that inquirers would want 
is to finish an interview and leave the interviewee with the feeling that 
the inquirer was unprepared and that the interview was not a good use of 
his/her time.

Our experience proves that guided conversations and semi-structured 
interviews allow for higher, better and more meaningful interaction with 
participants, which is particularly relevant since individuals vary in their 
ability to articulate their thoughts and ideas (Berry, 1999). Ackroyd and 
Hughes (1981) assert that semi-structured interviews allow for more flexibility 
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and enable interviewers to probe beyond specific questions. Rodham (2000) 
notes that semi-structured interviews allow for a certain level of structure and 
still permit sufficiently flexible spontaneous contributions. The level of struc-
ture varies from one inquirer to another and depends greatly on personal 
preferences. From our experience, we recommend designing semi-structured 
interviews in a flexible way that allows inquirers to alter the questions while 
conducting the interview.

Political scientists recommend that, when conducting elite interviews, 
inquirers should opt for semi-structured interviews with open-ended 
questions. Aberbach and Rockman (2002: 674) point out that interview-
ees should have the latitude to fully articulate their responses. By doing 
so, inquirers ultimately increase the validity of the collected data. ‘Elites 
especially, but other highly educated people, do not like being put in the 
straightjacket of close-ended questions. They prefer to articulate their views, 
explaining why they think what they think’ (Berg, 2007). McQueen and 
Knussen (2002) note that despite following a structured set of questions, 
participants in semi-structured interviews have the freedom to digress and 
use real-life examples as illustrations.

Stage 2: Interviewing elites

Factors such as the intensity of the interaction, the expectations that 
respondents hold of the interviewer, as well as the conversation dynamics 
make elite interviewing a challenging exercise. The literature on elite inter-
viewing reveals a power imbalance between interviewees and interviewers. 
Welch et al. (2002) note that this phenomenon begins from the moment 
academic inquirers seek access to elites. Welch et al. (2002) argue that elites’ 
perception of academia’s relevance in the development of industry practice 
plays a key role in securing an interview with elite subjects.

In elite interviewing, power and control phenomena are very dynamic. 
We found that Schoenberger’s (1991) term ‘locus of control’ denotes the 
control of research agendas between inquirer and study participant are 
static. In our experience, we found that agenda control, tone, lengths 
and other dimensions of the interview are dynamic. This dynamic process 
can be challenging for novice inquirers who can be overwhelmed and in 
awe of the experience, power and trappings surrounding participants. For 
instance, interviewing a chief executive on a private jet on a flight from 
Milan to Larnaca required a certain level of concentration to focus on the 
conversation without being distracted by the scenery or succumbing to 
the power of French ‘bubbly’. We also recall drinking the customary rice 
wine with ministers in the Chinese province of Hunan, which required a 
strong stomach and a great deal of recovery the day after. Although these 
instances are exceptional rather than a rule, they can easily overwhelm 
inexperienced inquirers. In elite interviewing, interviewees can often dominate 
conversations.
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Fitz and Halpin (1995) judiciously point out that elite interviewees are 
professional communicators involved on a daily basis in situations which 
require them to develop powerful and elaborate arguments. Yeung (1995: 322) 
notes that in the context of elite interviews, ‘there is always a tendency 
for the interviewee to impose his/her meta-communicative norms on the 
interviewer’.

We have experienced these phenomena and the section below presents 
a series of recommendations and techniques that inquirers can use to limit 
this power imbalance phenomenon. We suggest that quickly establishing 
one’s credibility is the key to a successful interview with elite respondents. 
Welch et al. (2002: 6) corroborate this by suggesting:

The challenge for researchers in elite settings is somewhat different. 
There, the issue is rather a matter of proving one’s professional credentials 
and standing. Researchers must demonstrate they are worthy of the time 
and support of busy and often powerful individuals.

The literature on elite interviewing suggests that the first step into redressing 
the power imbalance is to demonstrate professionalism and a strong under-
standing of the discussion topics (Peabody et al., 1990; Richards, 1996).

Setting the scene for the interview

Our experience with elite interviews suggests that before starting the inter-
view, it is beneficial if inquirers introduce themselves (see Box 17.1 below). 
By means of an introduction, we suggest a short description of past and 
present academic/professional experience and current research area.

Inquirers should spend some time to reintroduce the research study (includ-
ing research aims, research questions and key research assumptions), but most 

Good afternoon / morning / evening, Mr. X. First of all, I would like to 
thank you for your time today. I understand how busy you are at the 
moment, so I really appreciate that you took some time to meet with 
me today. Make reference to an earlier encounter (e.g. We, in fact, had 
the chance to meet about three years ago at the …) or a mutual friend 
who had brokered the meeting (e.g. John sends his regards…).

As you already may know, I am currently a researcher at the University 
of [name of your university]. Prior to joining the University of [name 
of your university], I spent x years working at [name of your previous 
organisation]. During this time, I have had the chance to work closely 
with about … (e.g. 60 Chief Executive Officers).

Box 17.1: An example of interview introduction
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importantly inquirers ought to remind interviewees of some of the key aspects 
of interview protocols (i.e. informed consent). Welch et al. (2002) point out 
that it is not rare for elites to answer questions in a guarded manner through 
fear that the interviewer may use some of their comments out of context and 
against them. Inquirers have a duty to inform interviewees whether they will 
keep the conversation confidential, and what steps they will take to ensure 
participant anonymity. McQueen and Knussen (2002: 208) state:

The researcher should discuss or consider beforehand the issue of disclosing 
personal information within the interviewing setting. Self-disclosure can 
help establish a comfortable and open relationship between the researcher 
and the interviewee and it can facilitate certain topics.

The interviewee–interviewer relationship

A day in the life of a company executive or politician involves back-to-back 
meetings, important conversations with key stakeholders and important 
decisions that have broad-spectrum impact. Mindful of the allocated time, 
inquirers (especially inexperienced ones) can easily dive straight into inter-
viewing mode. We suggest that inquirers spare a few minutes for idle chatter 
with interviewees. McCracken (1988) suggests that idle chatter plays a critical 
role in establishing a sound relationship between the interviewer and the 
interviewee. McCracken (1988: 38) notes that:

whatever is being said in the opening few minutes of the interview, it 
must be demonstrated that the interviewer is a benign, accepting, curious 
(but not inquisitive) individual who is prepared and eager to listen to 
virtually any testimony with interest.

Inquirers use idle chatter extensively both as a way to relax the atmosphere 
and to sense the responsiveness, assertiveness and current stress level of the 
respondents.

Idle chatter is usually more effective in face-to-face interviews when the 
interviewees invite inquirers to share their private space. When proceeding 
into the elite’s agreed interview place, often (but not necessarily) his/her 
offices, we recommend that inquirers look for clues that would enable the 
start of an informal chat. We remember a particular meeting with a C-level 
executive, where after a few minutes of informal chatter, the executive was 
comfortable enough to share with us information related to his family. 
One ought to be cautious and not generalise, as not every single elite inter-
viewee would be comfortable with this kind of informality. Our experience, 
however, shows that in situations where we informally chatted for a few 
minutes, the tone and the dynamics of the conversation and ultimately, 
the overall relationship between the inquirer and the interviewee change. 
McCracken (1988) argues that starting the conversation with simple opening 
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questions (e.g. biographical) is an excellent way to build a rapport between 
inquirers and elites. Asking people to talk about themselves is a very flattering 
experience.

We posit that the way an inquirer presents a project influences the 
dynamics of the interview process. As a matter of principle, we make a point 
when talking with elites of not using the word ‘interview’, as this word 
could subconsciously create or reinforce the power imbalance. We always 
refer to interviews as conversations, which appears to have a more colloquial 
connotation. Welch et al. (2002: 11) suggest that inquirers should position 
interviews as an intellectual discussion and reflection and note that ‘the 
challenge in an interview situation is to create a space for intellectual discus-
sion and reflection which is clearly separate from the manager’s day-to-day 
routine of meetings, deadlines and administration’.

Conversation dynamics

From our experience, we suggest that in-depth interviews with elites are 
amazingly rewarding both in terms of the collected data and stimulating 
conversations. The reason for this is simple: the dynamics of the conversa-
tion are somehow different. Berg (2007) notes that participants agree to 
participate for various reasons including curiosity, potential therapeutic 
benefits or a desire to share experiences that they have not felt comfortable 
sharing with anyone else before. Ackroyd and Hughes (1981: 80) also acknowl-
edge the therapeutic aspect of some research studies, suggesting that:

the interviewer is giving the respondent a chance to talk anonymously 
without fear of contradiction, signs of boredom, disagreement, or dis-
approval, often about deeply personal matters. [This is] a temptation that 
few of us would not be able to resist.

Trying to understand why elites consent to participate in a research study 
can help inquirers prepare for the interview. Our experience shows that it is 
not rare for elites to seize the opportunity to update themselves on current 
thinking in a particular field or benchmark themselves against other partici-
pants. Welch et al. (2002: 12) also noted this and state:

Elites like to use the interviewer, who is up-to-date in the academic literature 
which they themselves often have little time to read, as a facilitator of 
their own thinking and a sounding board for ideas.

In recent discussions with C-level executives, we often found ourselves 
sharing insights into theories of leadership. This did not have a negative 
effect on the interview process, but served as an opportunity for inquirers to 
increase their personal credibility and reinforce their status as theorists. In 
order not to be caught off balance, it is important for inquirers to recognise 
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beforehand that this exchange of ideas and opinions constitutes a key aspect 
of elite interviewing.

Often research method manuals recommend that inquirers, in order 
to enhance the level of consistency in the answers (standardising stimuli 
effect) (Ackroyd and Hughes, 1981), conduct each interview in the same 
way and ask each question in the same order. Our experience shows that 
inquirers should not attempt to standardise interviews with elites, as it is 
very unlikely that every single interview will take place in the same condi-
tions and atmosphere, or even under similar circumstances. Aberbach and 
Rockman (2002: 674) support this view and note that interviewers ‘may not 
have necessarily asked questions in the same order’, but in our own experi-
ences, we found that the advantages of conversational flow and depth of 
response outweigh the disadvantages of inconsistent ordering. Berry’s (2002: 
681) observations corroborate this statement. He notes, ‘your time with a 
subject is a scarce resource. Try to determine early on in an interview what 
part of the protocol is likely to yield the best answers.’

We suggest that inquirers during elite interviews should make an effort so 
that conversations do not happen in a linear way. Aberbach and Rockman 
(2002: 674) noted that ‘elites do not like to be put in the straitjacket of 
close-ended questions’. Our experience shows that one way to make the 
exchange of ideas more interesting and challenging is for inquirers, when 
appropriate, to use unscheduled probes. Berg (2007) asserts that probing 
questions are particularly useful to inquirers to draw out complete stories. 
Berry (2002: 681) confirms the importance of probing in interviewing elites 
and argues that probing can also be non-verbal:

Skilled interviewers know how to probe nonverbally as well. When a subject 
gives an answer that does not appear to contain all the information needed, 
the immediate response on the part of the interviewer should be to say 
nothing and stare expectantly at the subject.

Time management

Finally, one of the most crucial aspects of the elite interview is time manage-
ment. As the literature suggests on countless occasions, inquirers are con-
stantly seeking to meet elites who are working in busy and fast-changing 
environments. We recommend that inquirers respect their allocated time 
when interviewing. Herz and Imber (1995: 3) note that gaining the trust of 
individuals in interviewing settings requires ‘a sympathetic understanding’, 
thus understanding and appreciating their time constraints is critical.

Time management is also important in situations where interviewees 
digress or are quite talkative. Monitoring elapsed time allows inquirers to 
react instantaneously and change the focus of the conversation back to the 
research interest area. Berry (2002) recommends that inquirers use a series 
of bridges to re-channel the discussion to the subject area. Our experience 
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demonstrates that writing down interviewees’ keywords helps inquirers pull 
the conversation back on track. By doing so, inquirers also demonstrate that 
they have paid attention during the conversation and allow them to impro-
vise a short summary to conclude the interview. However, if a participant is 
willing to give extra time, inquirers should be prepared to reciprocate and 
gracefully accept this opportunity. Inquirers can learn a great deal from pro-
longed interviews providing they keep the focus of the conversation.

Stage 3: Personal reflection: making sense of interview experience

As Carlson and McCaslin (2003) observe, all too often inquirers forget to 
reflect upon the initial interview protocol. Yet, it is our belief that this 
process is mandatory since qualitative inquirers, in order to gain contextual 
sensitivity, must explore, discover and connect the empirical material to 
the environment. Carlson and McCaslin (2003: 551) argue that reflexivity 
moves the inquirer into an ‘inductive mode that involves reflection on the 
homogeneous informants’ data grounded in the ecology’. Elite interview-
ing is a learning opportunity and a personal development experience. Elite 
interviews often reveal insightful and potentially sensitive information. 
Making sense of an elite interview experience requires both in vivo and post 
hoc reflexivity from the inquirer. This process is necessary for the inquirer’s 
understanding of theoretical key practice, the identification of standpoints 
and to build a relationship and trust with interviewees. Inquirers need to 
move from an epistemic or ‘scientific’ (Aristotle’s episteme) interview with 
a focus on knowledge, belief, acceptance, verification, justification and per-
spective during interviews to a ‘phronetic’ (Aristotle’s phronesis or practical 
wisdom) interview with a focus on deliberation and values that the elite 
interviewee considers good or bad. Theoretical reflexivity is a key concept 
and practice in the identification of inquirers’ standpoints. In vivo reflexivity 
allows the inquirer to reflect on his/her situation and gain an understand-
ing of it. Self-reflexivity is also important during interviewing, ‘even though 
little has been written about this unspoken, inner or self-dialogue’ (Arendell, 
1997: 342). The inquirers need to remain cognizant of and cope with several 
activities simultaneously: the conversation with the interviewee; responses 
and changes in the line and direction of discussion; the anticipation of 
transitions to new topics; and the reflection upon strategies to return to 
discussion topics for additional information (Arendell, 1997). This ‘in vivo’ 
self-reflexivity is much more emotionally demanding than the post hoc 
reflexivity, so much so that at times after prolonged interviewing the inquirer 
may feel exhausted. For the novice interviewer the whole experience may 
feel overwhelming. Moreover, in an open-ended dialogue the inquirer first 
needs to understand, then to be understood. This calls for empathy in the 
dialogue. Empathy in the dialogue requires that the listener enter another 
person’s frame of reference, understand his/her philosophy and understand 
how he/she feels. It requires listening for feeling, meaning and behaviour 
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using abilities of sensory intuitiveness and feeling (Covey, 1992). Empathy 
allows for personal connections with others (the art of relationship is to enter 
into an encounter or to recognise and respond fittingly to people’s feelings 
and concerns) and ability for social analysis (the ability to detect and have 
insights about people’s feelings, motives and concerns). It also requires dem-
onstration of emotional intelligence (EQ ) when conducting interviews with 
elites. Mayer and Salovey (1997: 10) define emotional intelligence as:

the ability to perceive accurately, appraise, and express emotion; the ability 
to access and/or generate feelings when they facilitate thought; the ability to 
understand emotion and emotional knowledge; and the ability to regulate 
emotions to promote emotional and intellectual growth.

Even the most famous public figures respond positively to empathy, as they 
too desire that their interlocutor understand them. As utterances create 
opportunities for shared understanding of the world, showing a cognitive 
understanding of feelings expressed by these utterances confers dignity to 
sentiments such as compassion and respect. One can thus conceptualise elite 
interviews in Goethe’s (1781/2003) terminology as delicate empiricism (zarte 
Empirie) where the inquirer is required to exert much effort in understanding 
and co-creating meaning with the co-locator through prolonged empathetic 
examination. In Goethe’s scientific work, to understand phenomena by 
perceiving directly ‘as such’ rather than through hypotheses inferred from 
actual phenomena, ‘there is the germ of a systematic investigation of phe-
nomena by way of participation’ (Barfield, 1988: 137).

Undoubtedly, in-depth interviewing is a draining process, both physically 
and mentally (McCracken, 1988), but at the same time also very rewarding 
as it acts as a developmental process for interviewees. In our experience, 
we have found that successful interviews with elites are intellectually chal-
lenging, and often result in a feeling of exhilaration. However, interviewing 
elites can also be a tremendous source of frustration. We remember a spe-
cific example of an interview with a sought-after executive. It took months 
of endless phone calls and meeting scheduling, only to result in a disap-
pointingly mediocre conversation. It was apparent that the interviewee was 
preoccupied with other matters on that particular day. Inquirers interviewing 
elites must prepare themselves for potentially draining and disheartening 
experiences. Emotional awareness allows inquirers to objectively reflect 
upon their own performance and behaviours as well as the interviewees’. 
Hence, we recommend that inquirers take a moment after each interview 
to reflect post hoc on the experience by asking themselves the following 
questions:

Was the conversation fruitful?
Are the data gathered useful?

•
•
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What would I do differently during the next interview?
What will I do the same during the next interview?
What have I learned from this interaction from a personal development 
standpoint?
Are they any additional questions that I ought to raise during the next 
interview? Are there issues that I need to address?

Stage 4: Elites interview follow-up

In the previous section we examined why individuals accept to participate 
in research studies. We concluded that these are varied. Our experience 
reveals that often elites, when accepting participation into a research study, 
aim at developing their own network.

Professional network expansion

In addition to traditional clubs and associations, professional networking 
websites provide new tools for interviewees and interviewers to keep in 
touch (this is particularly relevant with the younger, techno-savvy executives). 
As a way to conclude the discussion, we always take some time to explain 
the course of action, and when interviewees should expect to hear from us 
again. This is also the opportunity to thank the participants for their time 
and answer any questions they may have.

One can gather an amazing amount of information after the interview. 
The last few minutes of the interview are also the appropriate time for 
inquirers to ask elites whether they would be willing to introduce the 
inquirer to some of their peers. This method, known as the snowball effect, is 
well known in qualitative research manuals, and very much applicable to 
elite interviewing. Welch et al. (2002) concluded that snowballing proved 
an efficient way of identifying potential participants. Although inquirers 
widely use the snowball sampling method in qualitative research today, 
Tansey (2007) argues that inquirers should exercise caution with this method 
as respondents may suggest interviewing individuals who share similar 
opinions.

Providing feedback

We recommend that inquirers follow up and send a courtesy letter or an 
email to participants with the results of preliminary findings of the research 
study. Inquirers also need to ask whether participants would like to have 
the interview transcript and whether they would like to review/comment or 
edit it. From our experience, a majority of interviewees choose not to; how-
ever, some participants rigorously review their interview transcript to make 
amendments and suggestions. Welch et al. (2002: 13) argue that:

Perhaps the least reliable feedback process was that of returning inter-
view transcripts to interviewees for factual verification. The majority of 

•
•
•

•
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transcripts were not returned, which presented the interviewer with the 
dilemma of whether to interpret silence as consent.

Our experience suggests that it is important to offer a full interview tran-
script and a short executive summary. There are no right or wrong formats; 
however, Hirsch (1995) suggests that inquirers present the feedback and 
findings to elites in a different format than that required in the academic 
world. Given the informal character of the feedback, inquirers can afford 
to be creative and use presentations, podcasts or screen casts as a way to 
present preliminary findings.

Conclusion

Goldstein (2002) judiciously notes that when it comes to elite interviewing, 
there are no silver bullet solutions, and from our experience it is nearly 
impossible to anticipate and be fully prepared for elite interviews. This 
view accords with Berry (2002: 682) who notes that ‘even the most expe-
rienced research can’t anticipate all the twists and turns that interviews 
take’. Indeed, as this chapter highlights, inquirers often face a multitude of 
situations and must be able to adapt their behaviour accordingly. Our experi-
ence shows that often participants are engaged and genuinely interested in 
the research study. However, sometimes senior executive participants have 
mixed feelings about spending any time with academic inquirers, especially 
when the request comes directly from the CEO or chairman. This requires 
considerable skills and preparation to build relationships and gain the trust 
of the interviewee. On other occasions, unforeseen events take place which 
interrupt, postpone or cancel interviews. This requires flexibility, patience 
and understanding on the part of the inquirer.

Inquirers also must be aware of a misconception that gathered data in 
elite interviews are systematically of superior quality because of their source; 
however, Ackroyd and Hughes (1981) suggested that individuals can occa-
sionally say things to maximise their self-esteem. Berry (2002: 680) supports 
this view and argues that:

Interviewers must always keep in mind that it is not the obligation of a 
subject to be objective and to tell the truth. We have a purpose in requesting 
an interview, but ignore the reality that subjects have a purpose in the 
interview too: they have something they want to say.

Kakabadse and Kakabadse (2009) note that elite interviewing is a cyclical 
process and depending on the stage of the interview, inquirers alternate 
between an internal or external focus (Figure 17.2).

The elite interview cycles framework demonstrates that there is a strong 
element of personal development involved and suggests that inquirers 
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 1 –  To improve the participation rate, offer to share preliminary findings 
with elite interviewees.

 2 –  Secure the cooperation of gatekeepers by introducing yourself and 
your research study.

 3 –  Do your homework and gather relevant information about study 
participants before the interview.

 4 –  Opt for guided conversation and/or semi-structured interviews, 
which allow for more meaningful and fruitful interactions with 
elites.

 5 –  Several minutes of idle chatter between the inquirer and the inter-
viewee allows inquirers to get a sense of the responsiveness of elite 
participants.

 6 –  Position the interview as a guided conversation as opposed to a 
formal interview.

 7 –  Conversation dynamics vary drastically with elites interviewing; 
however, inquirers should prepare themselves for elites to ask them 
for personal opinions and help in articulating their thoughts.

 8 –  Make the most out of interviewing techniques such as probing, 
which make for more stimulating and challenging discussions.

 9 –  Writing down a series of keywords will help inquirers re-channel the 
discussion and/or probe the interviewee to discuss a specific issue 
further.

10 –  Use the last minutes of their conversation to (1) explain to partici-
pants the course of action, (2) check whether interviewees have any 
questions and (3) ask participants whether they would be willing to 
open their network to the inquirer.

Source: Compiled by the authors.

Box 17.2: Ten practical recommendations for elite interviewing

Figure 17.2 Elite interview cycles
Source: Kakabadse and Kakabadse (2009).
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should capitalise on their experience. With each cycle of elite interviewing, 
inquirers increase their spiral of understanding. This spiral of understanding 
is only limited by the inquirer’s willingness to learn. Elite interviewing pro-
vides more opportunities for learning and re-learning to occur as it allows 
for insights from more than one angle.

Finally, Box 17.2 presents ten practical recommendations drawn from our 
experience in interviewing elites. We believe that these recommendations 
can help young inquirers address some of the issues this chapter raises.

No matter the challenges an inquirer encounters in order to secure an elite 
interview, one should remember that no other data collection method makes 
one privy to experience the kind of information, emotions and intimacy of 
meaning making with a recognised expert. Even this brief encounter can 
ultimately lead to one’s learning.
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18
Leadership Hubris: Achilles’ 
Heel of Success
A. G. Sheard, Nada K. Kakabadse and Andrew P. Kakabadse

Introduction

Rooted in mythology, ancient Greek society considered hubris as man’s 
capital sin (Wiener, 1973). Hubris (or hybris) is the pretension to be godlike, 
and thereby fail to observe the divine equilibrium among god, man and 
nature. The essential element of hubris is extreme confidence that can lead 
to arrogance and other dark side leadership attributes. In ancient Greek 
mythology, the gods relentlessly struck down those who were excessively 
confident, presumptuous, blindly ambitious or otherwise lacking humility 
(Grimal, 1986). Scholars have defined hubris as:

A state of mind in which man thinks more than human thoughts and 
later translates them into act. It is an offence against the order of the 
world (Grene, 1961: 487).
The arrogant violation of limits set by the gods or by human society 
(North, 1966: 6).
Having energy or power and misusing it self-indulgently (MacDowell, 
1976: 21).
Behaviour that is intended gratuitously to inflict dishonour and shame upon 
others or to the values that hold a society together (Fisher, 1979: 32, 45).

In other words, hubris is the capital sin of pride, and thus the antithesis of 
two ethics that the Greeks valued most highly: aidos (humble reverence for 
law) and sophrosyne (self-restraint, a sense of proper limits). Descriptions 
of leaders with hubris include: overwhelming pride, self-glorification, arro-
gance, insolence, over-confidence in one’s ability and right to do whatever 
one wants to the point of disdaining the cardinal virtues of life, ignoring 
other people’s feelings, overstepping boundaries and impiously defying all 
who stand in the way.

In Greek literature, hubris often afflicted rulers and conquerors who, though 
endowed with great leadership abilities, abused their power and authority and 

•

•

•

•



Leadership Hubris  309

challenged the divine balance of nature to gratify their own vanity and 
ambition. Thus, hubris was no common evil. It led people to presume that 
they were above ordinary laws, if not laws unto themselves, and to presume 
they deserved to exceed the fate and fortune ordained by the gods.

In ancient Greek mythology, acts of hubris aroused envy among the 
gods on Mount Olympus and angered them to restore justice and equilib-
rium. Nemesis, the goddess of divine vengeance and retribution, might then 
descend to destroy the vainglorious pretender, to cut man down to size and 
restore equilibrium. Today we say that a leader ‘has met his Nemesis’ when 
his/her own actions result in his/her eventual downfall.

Leaders with hubris meet their Nemesis precisely because they believe 
themselves to be and present themselves as virtual messiahs or saviours who 
are on a crusade and have a fate, destiny or mission that is historic, both time-
less and time-changing in its implications (Ronfeldt, 1994). They politicise 
everything in the name of the mission and the high principles it engages.

Combining constructive with destructive tendencies, a leader with hubris 
proposes to accomplish monumental projects that will confirm his/her 
individual or organisation’s greatness. Such projects, if achieved, may bring 
material progress, but their purpose extends beyond. They symbolise the 
leader’s desire to direct vast energies at constructing something awesome 
that commands widespread respect and honour and enhances people’s 
feelings of pride and dignity, thereby validating the leader’s leadership and 
conception of his/her individual or organisation’s abilities. Meanwhile, the 
leader seeks to blame and attack the chosen enemy and its imperious ways 
for his/her individual or organisation’s weaknesses and failures to live up to 
hopes and capabilities.

How easy it is for leaders’ self-knowledge and confidence to spiral beyond 
their control? This article presents four case examples that illustrate differ-
ent aspects of leadership hubris. We illuminate how corporate activities 
have discretionary motives and how they impact those occupying leader-
ship roles. First, we present an overview of critical literature, followed by a 
description of the methodology adopted during the study. Next, we present 
four mini exemplary cases to illustrate four forms of leadership hubris. A 
discussion of results presents the overarching dimensions of hubris that 
emerged from the analysis and the forms of hubris we consequently iden-
tified. The chapter then discusses how to cope with each form of hubris, 
making strategic suggestions leaders can adopt to mitigate the worst effects 
of hubris in both self and others. The discussion concludes with a summary 
of the main findings of the study.

Relevant literature

Analysis of corporate scandals in the USA and elsewhere suggests that cor-
porate practices have suffered from CEO dominance with incommensurate 
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controls (Felton, 2004; Keasey et al., 2005; Keay, 2006). Some scholars 
(Walsh and Seward, 1990; Berkovitch and Narayanan, 1993) have posited 
that there are three main motives for takeovers, namely, (1) poor target com-
pany management, (2) synergy and (3) leadership hubris. Whilst scholars 
have paid substantial attention to the first two motives, underscoring the 
importance of individual and social factors in takeover pricing, they have 
neglected the investigation of the third motive, hubris.

Roll (1986) has argued that in many merger and acquisition events, the 
acquiring managers overestimate their ability to extract value from the 
acquisition because of their hubris. Roll (1986) advanced a hubris hypothesis, 
stating that takeovers occur because bidding leaders imbued in hubris over-
estimate their ability to manage the target firm and hence overpay for it. 
Prior research (Firth, 1980; Berkovitch and Narayanan, 1993) assumed that 
a negative market reaction indicates hubris and thus used aggregate stock-
holder returns on the acquisition announcement as a surrogate for hubris. 
As such, the hubris hypothesis assists in overcoming the limitations of other 
perspectives. The hubris hypothesis explicitly considers transactions from 
the perspective of the decision-maker, namely, the leader, and is consistent 
with market evidence that premiums are excessive.

When considering the hubris hypothesis a leadership paradox becomes 
apparent. In order to perform certain actions, such as mergers and acquisi-
tions, leaders must have self-knowledge and confidence that goes beyond 
Aristotelian moderation. However, the personality traits that enable a leader 
to go beyond this easily result in extreme confidence that, in turn, results 
in the individual highly overestimating his/her ability. When a leader over-
estimates his/her ability to extract value from a merger or acquisition, the 
resulting tendency is to pay a large premium and become infected by hubris 
or the dark side of leadership.

Leaders’ individual success, or as a consequence of organisational success 
attributed to them, often results in hubris (Kelley, 1971; Meindl et al., 1985). 
Research suggests that there is a strong propensity to credit leaders with 
organisational success even when we can attribute such success more objec-
tively to other factors (Meindl et al., 1985). The greater the recent success of 
an individual leader or the organisation they lead, the more likely they will 
suffer from hubris. The leader whose company has been recently successful 
is likely to receive favourable attributions which build their confidence and 
as such, the development of even greater expectations about his/her own 
ability (Jacobs et al., 1971; Brockner, 1988).

Whilst a leader may start his/her career with healthy levels of self-esteem, 
favourable events and organisational success may become material sources 
of self-esteem and prestige, feeding ever more assurance to the leader’s 
attributed success and stature (Brockner, 1988; D’Aveni, 1990). Also, we 
often attribute equally poor organisational performance to the leader, 
resulting in a decrease in their power, stigma and demise of his/her authority 
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and confidence (Sutton and Callahan, 1987; Eisenhardt and Bourgeois, 
1988).

Chen and Meindl (1991) suggest that successful leaders often place undue 
emphasis on the efficacy of their leadership ability and in turn, their infal-
libility. The more successful the organisation, the more likely it is to develop 
patterns of beliefs or ‘givens’ and justification of its leader (Festinger, 1954; 
March and Simon, 1958; Staw, 1976). In turn, leadership attributions tend 
to be self-serving rather than self-critical, and their ability beyond the 
perspectives, attitudes and styles associated with their success (Starbuck 
and Milliken, 1988; Schweiger, et al, 1986; Clapham and Schwenk, 1991). 
A self-serving culture can, in turn, lead to the leader taking unnecessarily 
risky decisions in order to perpetuate success, unethical decisions as well 
as abuse of power, arrogance, self-exaggerated abilities and narcissistic 
behaviour (Kets de Vries and Miller, 1985).

The study

Throughout the inquiry we use a narrative approach for the study of leadership 
hubris as human action. Narrative is an interpretive approach in the social 
sciences. It involves a storytelling methodology where the story becomes 
an object of study. The story focuses on how individuals and/or groups 
make sense of events and actions in their lives, whilst inquirers capture the 
informant’s story through ethnographic techniques such as observation 
and interviews. This methodology is well suited to study subjectivity such 
as individual and cultural influences on identity and the human condition 
(Polkinghorne, 1988).

Since the narrative movement began during the late twentieth century, 
scholars have progressively viewed language as deeply constitutive of reality, 
rather than merely a device for establishing meaning. Stories do not reflect the 
world ‘out there’ but are constructed, rhetorical and interpretive (Riessman, 
1993). Stories give attention to experience which is a part of the reawakening 
interest in narrative. This has occurred since cognitive psychology recognised 
narrative as reflecting a cognitive structure (Polkinghorne, 1988).

In a similar manner to therapists in psychoanalysis who listen to individual 
clients’ narrations of their lives and transform these narrations into alternative 
narratives that are more adaptive, coherent and functional (Polkinghorne, 
1988), we also listen to our study participants’ stories, recasting their narra-
tives in a more coherent framework. We also utilise narrative therapy with 
our study participants in order to shift the dynamics of their narrative to 
achieve more socially functional behaviour.

We can use narrative to gain insight into individual, organisational and 
cultural change (Boje, 1998; Faber, 1998; Beech, 2000) and provide insight 
into decision-making (O’Connor, 1997). Whilst storytelling can help in 
transferring complex tacit knowledge and also serve as a source of implicit 
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communication (Ambrosini and Bowman, 2001; Linde, 2001), at the same 
time storytelling aids an individual’s development (Abma, 2000; Cox, 2001) 
and sense making (Gabriel, 1998) and in so doing, comprises a source of 
understanding (Cortazzi, 2001).

Six CEOs, each leading organisations that operate globally in a single 
sector of the manufacturing industry, agreed to participate in this study. 
Each recounted his/her experiences of working with leaders who exhibited 
the extreme confidence and arrogance which we classically associate with 
hubris. The narrative approach illustrated the subjects’ particular decisions 
and dilemmas. This highlighted many forms and facets of hubris and the 
influence of emotions and environment in the arising conflicts.

We recorded and then later transcribed and read our interviews which 
yielded rich qualitative data. We analysed them using a system of open 
coding. From this, themes emerged. We adopted an interpretive, inductive 
approach to the analysis to respect the ‘wholeness’ and ‘meaningfulness’ of 
the data (Dey, 1993; Bryman and Burgess, 1994). This approach allows clusters 
to emerge from the data without pre-specifying the categories (Miles and 
Huberman, 1984; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; McCracken, 1988). Rather, we 
defined and clarified emerging concepts afterwards by referring to relevant 
concepts in the literature, in particular, Jungian concepts. This process 
aligns with qualitative content analysis methods of reduction and interpre-
tation (Rubin and Rubin, 2005).

We base the findings in this chapter on narratives with the six CEOs 
participating in the study. We interviewed them on three separate occasions 
with each interview focusing on a different experience. Consequently, we 
base our findings on eighteen CEO narratives. Following the interviews, 
we talked with the individuals the study participants described in their 
narratives. Accessing these individuals presented us with a challenge. First, 
only half the people described by study participants could be both tracked 
down and allowed us to interview them. Second, we reasoned that question-
ing the individuals about their excessive self confidence and arrogance was 
unlikely to elicit either a positive or helpful response. Although difficult to 
direct these interviews, by focusing questions around a specific time in their 
life, we were able to elicit some form of explanation regarding events that 
study participants described.

After conducting the interviews, analysing the data and identifying 
emergent themes, we combined study participant narratives into four case 
study segments. Each segment comprises a story about a single leader who 
exhibits one form of hubris from the perspective of a composite character, 
Harry, a self-starter with a great capability. Energetic and youthful, this 
42-year-old director has a reputation for relentless effort. The case study 
segments reflect a cognitive structure within which Harry both represents 
the combined experiences of study participants and also a voice of sanity 
within each organisation.
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Discussion of results

Two overarching and independent dimensions to hubris emerged from the 
data analysis: (1) reinforcement and (2) success. We used these to identify 
four forms of hubris (see Figure 18.1). Study participants identified rein-
forcement as an event, a circumstance or a condition that increases the 
likelihood that a given response will recur in a situation like that in which 
the reinforcing condition originally occurred. Reinforcement theory is an 
established behavioural theory of learning and motivation focused on the 
effect that the consequences of past behaviour have on future behaviour 
(Skinner, 1953; Tucker et al., 1998).

The source of reinforcement could originate either externally from the 
organisation or internally within the organisation. Hence, consistent with 
an entity perspective, this model describes processes that are located in the 
perceptions and cognition of the individuals involved in the relationship.

The four forms of leadership hubris are:

1. Self-greatness: internal reinforcement and individual success.
2. Sovereign greatness: external reinforcement and individual success.
3. Presidential greatness: external reinforcement and organisational success.
4. Assumed greatness: internal reinforcement and organisational success.

Figure 18.1 Leadership hubris model conceptualising the forms leadership hubris 
takes depending on the leader’s need for reinforcement and success
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The self-greatness form of hubris is a blatant attempt of a leader to present 
him or herself as more than he/she is in an arena where he/she is not easily 
challenged. We argue that the sovereign form of hubris is better grounded 
in reality than the self-greatness form, as it is dependent on reinforcement 
by those outside the organisation over whom the leader does not have direct 
authority. The presidential form of hubris is perhaps the most subtle form, with 
study participants associating it with leaders who had become preoccupied 
with their legacy. The assumed greatness form of hubris marks a return to 
an internal arena where individuals do not easily challenge the leader who 
takes credit for organisational success that could be attributed more reason-
ably to the work of others at lower levels of the organisational hierarchy or 
favourable market conditions.

This hubris model applied to the experiences of the study’s participants 
but did not constitute a hierarchy of endeavour. Leaders exhibiting one of 
the four forms of hubris did not generally change over time, apparently pre-
ferring either internal or external reinforcement, individual or organisational 
success and consequently, one of the four forms of hubris.

Leadership hubris: self-greatness

Self-greatness manifests itself in a leader who has too much interest in and 
admiration for his/her abilities. We classically associate this personality trait 
with narcissism. Such a leader seeks constant attention, hates to be upstaged 
or ignored and if he/she is ignored, may brood on how to regain attention. 
He/she is intolerant of rivals as he/she perceives him or herself to have a 
God-given right to do whatever he/she wants.

If rivals prove persistent, he/she is sidelined though a process that regards 
the truth as highly flexible and something to manipulate as the ends always 
justify the means. Whether the self-great leader deals with allies or enemies, 
he/she refuses to be humbled. Like any successful leader, he/she is capable of 
pragmatic behaviour, yet he/she never relents in his/her ambition for power.

Two years after the events we asked Bud to reflect on his experiences 
organising the factory move. Because Bud had moved on before the full 
consequences of his decisions became apparent, combined with the passage 
of time, he was able to present an idealised version of the past that put him 
in an unfailingly good light.

‘It was a great experience for me to work in England. It’s so important to 
have real international experience on your CV these days if you are to get 
to the very top. I spent a little over one year straightening out a factory 
move, you know, getting the plans sorted out, deciding how the factory 
should be laid out. It was great to be able to do that and I am really proud 
of the result. I mean, how many new factories are being built in England 
these days? Most are being shut and moved to the Far East.’ (Bud)



Case study part one: Hammer of the gods

Harry gazed out of his office window, wondering why he was so upset 
that he would no longer be the youngest board member. Perhaps it was 
because the new manufacturing director was younger by a full ten years. 
There was more to it than just age, Harry thought to himself. William (or 
‘Bud’ as he preferred to be called) had irritatingly good looks and looked 
down upon Harry. You could not blame Bud for looking down on Harry. 
He looked down on almost everyone given his height of six foot seven 
inches.

Others did not seem bothered ‘being looked down upon’, particularly 
the ladies. For example, Harry’s secretary was spellbound by Bud, and 
would do anything to accommodate him. The finance director was little 
better, extolling the virtues of their young warrior and how he could 
turn around any failing team. Harry objected to colleagues suggesting 
that he was part of a ‘failing team’, but had enough sense to keep his 
mouth shut.

How on earth did a former Olympiad end up on the same board as he? 
Rowing for the USA in an ‘eight’ one learns a thing or too about team 
work. Bud told Harry that the first time they met, with a handshake that 
could crush rocks and a look in his eye that told Harry he wanted to. 
However, the group chairman liked him. He had hired Bud nine months 
ago, sent him roaming around the group as his ‘Mr Fix It’ and now he 
was here to ‘fix’ the forthcoming factory move.

If he were honest, Harry knew he was not actually angry with Bud, 
but with the group chairman. Why had he not consulted Harry about 
the change in manufacturing director? Granted, the old manufactur-
ing director had never managed a factory move and over the last year 
it became progressively more obvious that he did not have the neces-
sary capabilities to do so. However, that the manufacturing director 
was not up to his job did not mean the rest of the board was not 
capable.

Harry had spent the last three years preparing for this factory move. He 
had converted over one million drawings and reports into electronic 
format which were stored in a web-based application. He had imple-
mented new systems to create a genuinely paperless office, motivated 
by a desire to ease the move to the new factory. ‘Well,’ Harry thought to 
himself, ‘It is what it is. Better make the best of it.’

As the date for the new factory move approached, it became increas-
ingly difficult to ‘make the best of it’. Management had approved the 
factory planning application over two years ago, but now it seemed 
that they were building a different building. Harry only discovered this 
when his staff complained that they had to fit into 30% less space than 
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they had been promised. Also, now the laboratory location would be 
along the back of the building, not at the far end as originally agreed. The 
laboratory needed to be away from heavy manufacturing equipment in 
order for the anechoic chamber used to measure product noise to work. 
There was no point in having a new factory with the new laboratory loca-
tion. It would be impossible to demonstrate that anything manufactured 
in it complied with applicable legislation; therefore, any shipments from 
the new factory would be illegal.

Harry decided it was time to take the new plans he had acquired 
from his staff and visit Bud in his office. As Harry entered, he noticed 
on the wall behind Bud’s desk awards and plaques – not for his 
rowing, but for the various leadership qualifications and awards he 
had amassed. They assaulted the senses as you walked in. ‘What do 
you see when you walk into my office?’ Harry thought. He had one 
framed certificate presented to him for outstanding service to an engi-
neering institute to which he had dedicated himself for over twenty 
years. That the two of them valued such different things was not a 
good omen.

‘Let me tell you something, Harry …’ As Bud continued to recount 
tales of past glory, Harry could feel himself losing the will to live. It was 
like trying to find a way into a sphere. Every attempt to speak about 
specifics or get into detail was swiftly and expertly deflected. Finally, 
Harry forced the issue. ‘Just for once, shut up and listen. The lab can’t go 
where you have decided to put it. It will not work.’ Harry expected some 
reaction, but not the one he got. ‘I would love to help you Harry, but the 
group chairman insists we have a straight-through flow of work. Modern 
manufacturing processes, Harry. My hands are tied.’

Back in his office, Harry reached for the phone to call the group chairman, 
then thought, ‘What’s the point?’ A call would do nothing more than 
show that he was not competent to manage his own working relation-
ships. The group chairman had put his favourite hero in charge of the 
move without consulting Harry. What was there to talk about? He might 
as well look at more effective ways to acoustically isolate the lab. He 
would find a way to make it work. He always did.

Six months later, the factory move was a total disaster. The con-
crete floor was not strong enough to hold the heavy machinery and 
it promptly started to sink. That was before they added the weight of 
acoustic enclosures, none of which Bud had thought worth ordering. As 
a direct consequence, the council health and safety inspector shut down 
the factory as the noise was damaging workers’ hearing. It did not really 
matter. The anechoic chamber in the new lab was vibrating so badly that 
the technicians could not test anything anyway.
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The case study illustrates what the capital sin of pride means in practice. The 
self-glorification and overconfidence in his own abilities marked Bud as a 
leader with hubris. In this example, the hubris manifested itself in a charm-
ing individual and an apparently good team player. That exterior covered a 
ruthless focus on personal success with absolutely no remorse for the organi-
sational consequences of his actions. The concerns for how good the factory 
move looked on his CV illustrate that internal reinforcement mattered to 
him; the opinions of others were simply irrelevant.

Leadership hubris: sovereign greatness

Sovereign greatness manifests itself in a leader who insists on virtually 
absolute power and loyalty in ways that resemble military discipline. Such 
a leader hates to be upstaged and does not tolerate abandonment by sub-
ordinates. He/she is intolerant of rivals who are crushed, especially if they 
challenge his/her power or vision, imperiously defying all who stand in 

On time delivery during the first month after the move was zero per 
cent. On time delivery was still zero at the end of the second month. 
As the beleaguered staff struggled towards the end of the third month, 
Bud stuck his smiling face round Harry’s door. With his trademark 
bone-crushing handshake and that glint in his eye, he told Harry 
he was leaving. ‘A big promotion back in the USA. My work here is 
done.’ As Harry watched his retreating form, he heaved a huge sigh 
of relief.

Eighteen months later on time delivery was finally back to where it 
should be. That news resulted in the first board meeting Harry could 
remember that had not been a ‘blood letting’ session. After lunch over 
coffee, Harry found himself standing next to the group chairman. 
Spontaneously, he blurted out, ‘Why did you insist on moving the labo-
ratory?’ ‘Laboratory?’ replied the group chairman. ‘We have a laboratory 
on this site? I’d like to see what you do in it.’ Without thinking Harry 
spoke again. ‘Well, we do much less as a consequence of you insisting 
it was put in the wrong place.’ The group chairman looked genuinely 
bemused. ‘I never commented on any aspect of the layout. That was all 
left to Bud.’

With a long pause, Harry glared at the group chairman who shuffled 
his feet and tried to look anywhere but at Harry. Finally, after inspecting 
all eight corners of the room, the silence was too much for him. ‘I know, 
I know. I sent a boy to do a man’s job.’
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his/her way. He/she is disdainful of the rules and regulations by which lesser 
persons must live. He/she is a law until him or herself, utterly selfish in 
his/her behaviour; nothing is too good for him/her. We can sum up his/her 
preoccupation with presenting the world with a vision of success with the 
mantra ‘there is only one thing worse than being broke and that is looking 
broke’. This type of leader is the ultimate consumer.

Case study part two: As Rome burned

Harry stood contemplating the view. ‘They all look the same to me,’ he 
thought to himself. His new Audi was parked on the end of a line of new 
Audis, all exactly the same model and colour, with the exception of the car 
closest to the main door. That was a Porsche, and not just any Porsche, but 
a lightweight and very limited edition racing car. It was the first time Harry 
had seen this particular model, or at least he thought it was. It was difficult 
to be absolutely sure as Jack (the CEO) had five different Porsche 911s, none 
of which you would find in a dealer showroom.

The row of cars was symbolic of Jack’s attitude generally. During his 
interview three months previously, Jack explained to Harry the logic 
behind the factory floor plan. It was not configured for efficient work 
flow, but to maximise the visual impact for visitors. Shortly after starting 
with the company, Harry met the local mayor and the bank manager. 
Both were key stakeholders in the organisation and needed to know 
how Harry’s new operation would build both regional employment and 
organisational profitability. As Harry watched their corporate video for a 
third time, Jack leaned over to him and confidentially whispered that he 
used the same production company as Roll-Royce – all part of a measured 
package to impress the right people.

As Harry walked along the row of cars parked prominently by the main 
entrance, he wondered why he was there. Every Monday was the same. 
The week started with a board meeting during which the members would 
listen in respectful silence as Jack spoke at length about whatever he 
wanted. However, these strange sessions could, and often did, turn nasty. 
Last week he attacked the manufacturing director. A couple of weeks before 
that he launched into the project director. Harry couldn’t understand why 
Jack would transform from Jekyll into Hyde over the most trivial points 
and spend two hours relentlessly mentally abusing people. As Harry 
climbed the steps to the first floor board room, he could not help but think 
that today was not going to go well.

As he entered the board room, Jack was already in full flow. Harry 
checked his watch – he was five minutes early, but apparently the 
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meeting had already started. The ranting that followed was directed at 
all of them. Jack had fired the project director for an act of unspeak-
able treachery. Harry poured himself some coffee and tried to remain 
focused on the meeting and not mentally leave for the beach. After the 
meeting adjourned, Harry dropped by the finance director’s office to 
find out what had really happened. The project director had resigned 
that morning. The CEO had torn up his letter of resignation and then 
had him thrown off site. He was not even allowed to collect the CDs he 
had unwisely left in his company Audi. As Harry drove back to his own 
office, he was sorry that the project director had gone. The two of them 
had got on well together.

Harry was the general manager of a satellite office that specialised in 
instrumentation. Jack had hired him as he wanted to expand the organi-
sation from manufactured components to complete test rigs. Those test 
rigs needed to be instrumented and then fitted with a control system. 
That was where Harry’s operation came in; his team did the ‘clever bits’ 
that turned the components manufactured in the main factory into a 
complete test rig.

Occasionally, Jack would arrive at Harry’s office unannounced. After 
about three months a pattern started to emerge. First, Jack would arrive 
in apparently good spirits. Second, he would spot some minor error 
and make something of it. Third, he would pick up on a poorly worded 
response from an unsuspecting member of staff and then proceed to rip 
him/her to shreds and publicly humiliate him/her for about an hour.

Despite the risk of Jack dropping in, other members of the board pro-
gressively found increasingly flimsy excuses to visit Harry. It did not take 
a rocket scientist to work out that they chose to do this when Jack was 
in a particularly dysfunctional mood. Jack liked sacking people when he 
was in these moods, so Harry could not blame his colleagues for wanting 
to present the enemy with a moving target.

The following Monday Harry arrived as usual at the main factory and 
noticed the absence of the Porsche. ‘I wonder if Jack is ill,’ Harry thought 
to himself. ‘Nothing trivial, I hope.’ As Harry walked in an accountant 
from a firm of administrators accosted him. The company was bankrupt. 
What did Harry know about the state of the company finances? Realising 
that Harry ran a satellite office and was not involved in any aspect of the 
company’s finances, the administrators quickly lost interest in him. Harry 
wandered into the board room on auto-pilot where another accountant 
promptly terminated his employment contract.

As Harry waited for a bus to take him home, he looked at the CDs he 
had emptied from his car into an old supermarket carrier bag. ‘Well,’ he 
thought to himself, ‘looks like I did better than my friend. At least I got 
my CDs back.’
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No one particularly likes discussing the times when he/she has presided 
over a very public organisational failure. As such, getting more than vague 
generalisations from Jack about the events that resulted in the organisa-
tion he was entrusted to lead going into administration was never going 
to be easy.

‘You need a special kind of person to build a business. It’s what I do. 
Racing cars and running an engineering company are two sides of the 
same coin for me. I need an engineering company to rebuild my cars 
between races and of course, clients just loved going to track days. It’s 
the only time they get close to a real car. I never let them drive mine, 
but there are always cars you could rent by the lap. A few laps and a few 
drinks and the rest takes care of itself.’ ( Jack)

The case study illustrates the results of overconfidence in one’s ability. 
Believing that he had a fundamental right to do whatever he wanted marked 
Jack as a leader with hubris. In this example, the hubris manifested itself in a 
bully who was, nevertheless, astute enough to ensure that he would present 
external stakeholders with a polished and positive professional image on 
the rare occasions when they actually met. However, the polished perform-
ance served as a cover for an utterly selfish individual focused only on his 
own gratification. Whatever Jack might have said about the reasons for 
his business failing, the primary cause of businesses failing is management 
incompetence.

Leadership hubris: presidential greatness

Presidential greatness manifests itself in a leader who may look outwardly 
confident, but in reality, is deeply insecure. He/she purports to have a 
humble reverence of the law and a sense of restraint and proper limit, but 
in actuality, is vain and puritanical in his/her attitude towards others. As a 
consequence of his/her vanity he/she seeks constant attention – the bigger 
the audience and the larger the stage, the better. He/she never relents in 
his/her ambition for power, spending hours brooding over the composition 
of his/her ‘court’ and the decisions as to who is ‘safe’ enough to hold a 
position of real power. All who work with him/her must be deeply respect-
ful in public and in private and ensure that they discuss and approve all 
important matters before presenting them publicly. The net result is that 
public meetings, such as board meetings, do nothing more than rubber 
stamp previously made decisions.

It was not easy encouraging Harold to speak about the events described in 
the case study. The events had occurred five years prior to his interview and 
the passage of time has enabled him to either forget or simply gloss over the 
reality of what had occurred. Implementation of a web-based conference 
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Case study part three: A lesser son of a greater father

‘Sometimes,’ Harry thought, ‘a sense of humour can be a liability.’ The 
chairman of the board, Harold, certainly thought so as he explained to 
Harry, as if he were a small and rather stupid child, that their great and 
venerable organisation depended on the good will and support of its 
volunteers. Harry must thank them for their effort. Under no circum-
stances was he to fire any of them and he absolutely would not suggest 
that volunteers who did not do what they had committed to do were 
‘persistent offenders’ or that they should be ‘nailed up’.

Harry had recently been appointed technical program chairman of 
the biggest conference in the industrial sector within which his busi-
ness operated. It was a great honour and he regarded this as a step-
ping stone on to the board where he would get to know the movers 
and shakers in his industry on first-name terms. However, following 
his first board meeting, the prospect of further advancement seemed 
remote.

Despite the negative board meeting, Harry remained resolutely 
optimistic about the future. He got on exceptionally well with the 
organisation’s staff who would actually orchestrate the conference he was 
to chair. Whatever the board members might like to think, the staff actu-
ally did the work and made all the key operational decisions. Sitting in a 
bar that evening with the staff, they started laughing about the day’s 
events. One of the longest serving staff members observed that Harold 
hates any comment or suggestion that the conference volunteers are 
anything other than perfect. Keep in mind, most of the volunteers work 
for one or another board member. To criticise volunteers is to criticise 
the board. The success of the organisation is in a very real sense linked 
to the support it receives from its board.

Incensed, Harry thought to himself that it was not just Harold who 
was obsessed with the external perception of the organisation’s success. 
Harry had known three of the current board members for years, each 
of whom had approached him after the board meeting with essentially 
the same message: perception is reality. They were a professional society. 
Their organisational success was dependent of the external world’s 
perception of the organisation.

Despite a poor start, Harry found organising the following year’s 
conference a surprisingly enjoyable experience. The staff were keen 
to move to a web-based conference management tool, something the 
board had not exactly blocked, but had endlessly debated for over 
five years without providing any direction or guidance to the staff. 
Harry did not care about the lack of board direction or guidance. He 
got stuck into the detail of developing a new web tool. Not as easy as 
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it first appeared, the staff ended up doing much more work behind 
the scenes than Harry anticipated. Despite its imperfections, the web 
tool came with an unexpected benefit. It could generate data that 
enabled Harry to track operations in a level of detail that was previously 
impossible.

For the first time ever, Harry as technical program chairman could see 
if volunteers were doing what they should, when they should. When 
they did not, Harry sent them polite emails asking why they were not 
doing their job. Out of many thousands of emails Harry generated via 
the web tool, he received only one reasonable excuse for lack of previ-
ously promised action. The individual concerned had suffered a heart 
attack and unfortunately died. The rest were just not performing, a point 
that Harry felt compelled to mention.

News of Harry’s enthusiasm for contacting volunteers about their 
lack of action, rather regrettably, reached Harold’s ears. The big boss 
bluntly told Harry that if he did not stop ‘harassing’ volunteers, he 
would be sacked as conference technical program chairman. Harry 
listened without retaliating. He sent out his last batch of ‘get-your-act-
together’ emails that morning. Harry had no intention of ‘insulting 
our most loyal friends’ further. There was little point putting up a 
fight.

The staff, however, took a very different view. Finally someone said 
what they all knew – if you volunteer to do a job then you should do 
it and not make excuses. As the date for the conference drew near, 
Harry forgot about the organisational aggravation. There would be the 
usual ‘large group’ meeting the day before the conference where Harold 
would present preliminary plans for the following year to the volunteer 
organisers and in turn, those same volunteers would comment on their 
experiences over the previous year. It would be Harry’s first chance to 
obtain real feedback on his organisation of the conference.

To his complete surprise, the large group meeting was a huge suc-
cess. With the involvement of over 2,700 volunteers, it was difficult for 
anyone to really judge the collective consensus between conferences. 
Nevertheless, it was astonishing that everyone did not just like, but loved 
the new web tool, particularly the ‘helpful’ reminders that ‘it’ generated. 
With a sense of mounting irritation and indignation, Harry sat and 
listened as Harold took credit for the outstanding success of what was 
now apparently a board initiative to further develop the web tool. The 
following week Harry was not surprised to learn that he had not been 
elected to the board.
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tool was something that he had fought against until it was overwhelmingly 
obvious that it was a success with the key organisational stakeholders.

‘The organisation was, and still is today, about service to our community. 
I don’t believe that service should be recognised, as to recognise indi-
vidual service is to risk motivating people for the wrong reasons. I have 
always taken my pride in the success of the organisations I have run, the 
legacy I have left of an organisation in better shape when I completed my 
term of office than it was when I joined.’ (Harold)

The case study illustrates the arrogance we associate with self-glorification. 
In this example, we see self-glorification epitomised by a negative attitude 
towards change, followed by taking credit for that change once others 
embraced and endorsed it. Claiming the work of others as part of one’s own 
legacy oversteps a boundary that any leader with a shred of humility or self-
restraint would never contemplate doing.

The hubris in this example is manifested in a deeply conservative indi-
vidual with an apparent respect for authority and the establishment in 
general, but who in reality is deeply insecure. The presidentially great 
leader is constantly looking for ways to manipulate reality to ensure that 
people see them in the best possible light. The neurosis such a leader feels 
feeds a desperate desire for power, but the power he/she has is like a drug 
that quickly wears off. There is a proverb that says ‘happiness is not get-
ting what you want, but wanting what you have got’. This is particularly 
applicable to a leader with this form of hubris. He/she is never happy with 
what they have.

Leadership hubris: assumed greatness

Assumed greatness manifests itself in a leader who has absolute confi-
dence in his/her world view. It is not so much that he/she is contemptuous 
of the opinions of others, more that it simply does not occur to him/her 
that there might be another perspective or point of view. All leaders 
with hubris ignore other people’s feelings; however, it is a particularly 
prominent personality trait in a leader with assumed greatness. His/her 
behaviour is callous and uncaring, which partly explains his/her success 
as leader. Business requires tough decisions and they can be even tougher 
to implement.

Speaking about three months after the events described in the case 
study, Derek showed no sign of recognition regarding any linkage that 
might exist between his own behaviour and the employees’ poor reaction 
to his magnanimous Christmas bonus. Neither did he recognise that the 
increasing staff turnover might be a consequence of his management 
style.
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Case study part four: If you can’t fill the unforgiving 
minute …

The global recession had affected everyone, but those companies 
quick enough to respond could still make money. Harry listened to 
Derek, the company’s CEO, as he lectured the board on best practice in 
cost management. Derek did not discuss or debate, he made speeches, 
ignoring other people’s feeling with the attitude that he had an abso-
lute right to do whatever he liked. ‘When it came to other people,’ 
Harry thought, ‘Derek does not just overstep boundaries – he does not 
even recognize that they exist.’

Other board members shared Harry’s negative view of the boss, 
but they were unwilling to vocalise. These were recessionary times and 
the company needed to manage costs. The sales director was closest 
to Harry in his concern for business practices. Clients were tiring of 
increasingly poor customer service, but the sales director irrationally 
justified the 15% decrease in sales saying that at least, we have business; 
competitors are going out of business completely. Compared to those 
failing businesses, Jack’s organisational performance was nothing short 
of miraculous.

Harry tried to remain mentally engaged, knowing that eventually, 
there would be a point to the rhetoric. After an extended power point 
presentation covering every aspect of the company’s excellent finan-
cial position, Derek finally moved to the main agenda item. A child’s 
toy? Not just any toy, Derek quickly pointed out, a tower of wooden 
blocks. The tower represented the company (it was a very tall tower) 
and the wooden blocks represented the people in it. Look how many 
wooden blocks you can take out without the tower falling down! The 
board members sitting around Harry nodded their heads in agree-
ment. You could take out far more wooden blocks than you would 
have thought at first sight. Brilliant! How many more people could 
they remove from the organisation to better manage cost in these 
troubled times?

As Harry left the board room he was deeply uneasy. It was madness. 
They could not cope with the current work load, but there had been no 
interest in the warning signal. Board members felt the illusion of invul-
nerability and excessive optimism that they could slash another 20% 
from the overall head count and still survive.

Over the next week Harry approached each board member, expressing 
his alarm regarding the increased number of people signed off with stress-
related illness. When Harry finally spoke directly to Derek about this, his 
concern was simply swept aside. ‘These are challenging times, Harry. We 
must think about the ongoing viability of the organisation, not one or 
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two weak individuals.’ It came as no surprise when the redundancy list 
included everyone who had a medical excuse for not working.

Within a week of the redundancies the strain started to show. No 
one else had signed off sick yet, but the number of people coming 
to see Harry for confidential discussions about their current difficul-
ties keeping up with their own jobs started making it impossible for 
him to do his job. Harry approached the finance director with his 
concerns. This resulted in another lecture about the difficult market 
conditions and the need for board members to stop complaining and 
get on with implementing change. ‘That,’ he informed Harry, ‘is what 
leadership is all about – change. Management is about running the 
business and that is what the managers are paid to do. Leadership 
is about changing the business, and that is what board members are 
paid to do.’

Each week’s board meeting presented an illusion of unanimity. 
Members assumed that the majority view and judgements were unani-
mous. Harry knew that he and the sales director had deep reservations 
about staff morale, but it was not possible to express doubts or con-
cerns. They both felt pressure not to express any argument about the 
board’s position.

As the year end approached, staff members started signing off sick 
with stress-related illness at an increasingly rapid rate, putting those 
who remained under even more pressure. However, the year end results 
showed no sign of stress. Profit was actually 40% above budget. As a con-
sequence, Derek decided to make a magnanimous gesture. He granted 
members of staff an additional £100 in their December pay packet in 
recognition of their contribution to the organisation’s outstanding suc-
cess. He conveyed the good news to the workforce at a mass meeting in 
the factory, but was greeted with sullen silence. One more week to go 
before the Christmas factory shut-down and the workforce was clearly 
hanging on to the promise of time away from this dreadful place with 
grim determination.

The following Monday Harry took two phone calls from his two best 
project managers who had received doctor’s notes indicating stress. They 
were ordered six weeks’ rest. As Harry contemplated how to manage this 
turn of events, his Chief Engineer walked in and handed Harry his letter of 
resignation. He had landed a job that paid less, but in an organisation ‘that 
actually welcomes human beings’. ‘It looks like we took too many wooden 
bricks out of the tower,’ Harry thought to himself, as he opened a Christmas 
card that promptly started to play ‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen’.
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‘Leadership is about taking action. You have to take action, there has 
to be a plan and the plan has to be implemented. Four times out of 
five it is better to have a plan implemented quickly then the best plan 
implemented late. That is why my organisation is successful; I take 
action and I get the job done. I have no time for the bleeding hearts 
and their pathetic quest for work/life balance. If you want a “work/life 
balance” get a job with a charity.’ (Derek)

The case study illustrates that ignoring others’ feelings and impiously defy-
ing all who stand in the way ultimately leads to broken morale and, conse-
quently, unproductivity. Derek’s supreme arrogance marked him as a leader 
with hubris. In this example the hubris manifested itself in an apparently 
hard-headed business man. That exterior covered a cold, thoughtless and 
inconsiderate man who cared nothing for anyone except himself. By creating 
group pressures that resulted in the deterioration of reality testing and moral 
judgements, Derek dehumanised other groups within the organisation he 
headed. Deterioration of reality testing and casting moral judgements are 
two symptoms of groupthink ( Janis, 1972) and comprise a way in which a 
leader with hubris can extend his/her control beyond healthy limits.

Coping with leadership hubris

The four parts of the case study illustrate how two overarching dimensions, 
reinforcement and success, combine into four distinctly different forms of 
hubris. Part one profiles a ‘self-great’ leader who used charm and charisma 
to get his way and when that failed, he simply ignored his critics. Part two 
profiles a ‘sovereign great’ leader who epitomised the corporate bully, using 
the threat of imminent dismissal to ensure compliance. Part three profiles 
a ‘presidential great’ leader with severe sensitivities about pride, dignity and 
honour, respect plus an insatiable lust for power. Part four profiles an 
‘assumed great’ leader who created a board affected by groupthink to enable 
him to impose his will.

In addition to illustrating the four forms hubris can take in leaders, the 
case study demonstrates that leaders with hubris have a spectrum of person-
ality types. The case studies cannot be used to infer that we can associate 
one form of hubris with a particular personality type. However, there is one 
aspect of personality that runs through all four parts of the case study that 
marks out a leader as being prone to hubris: narcissism.

The psychoanalytic concept of narcissism extends from the myth or 
Narcissus. This youth had an inflated love of his beauty. He was filled with 
a pride so fierce that, in a form of hubris, he disdained the advances of 
admirers, notably the nymph Echo. At the prompting of spurned nymphs, 
Nemesis descended and made Narcissus fixate on his reflection in a pool, 
which led him to wither and die.
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Narcissism runs though the four parts of the case study. Each features an 
individual with grandiose ideas who longs for adulation. There are three 
points relevant to the rationality and reasoning of narcissistic individuals 
that are indicative of a leader with hubris (Ronfeldt, 1994: 21). First, it 
is hard to identify a narcissistic personality with any consistent beliefs, 
because his/her beliefs shift. The only central and stable field of the narcissis-
tic leader is the centrality of self. Second, a narcissistic leader is not ‘crazy’; 
he/she is functional, with a sharpened sense of rationality enhancing his/
her ability to attack an enemy. Third, narcissistic grandiosity in a leader 
results in his/her inclination to treat crises as opportunities and to take risks 
that ordinary, pragmatic leaders would avoid (Post, 1993: 112).

When we reflect on the rationality and reasoning of leaders, authority, 
power and superior–subordinate relationships comprise recurring themes. 
These are the political issues involving the activities of rulers and rules 
(Morgan, 1997: 154). We can consider organisational politics a shadow 
side of leadership that we can conceptualise in terms of emotionality 
(Sheard et al., 2009). Parts one and two of the case study profile leaders 
who quickly moved on at the point where doing so served their best inter-
est. Their success was not emotionally linked to the organisations they 
headed. In contrast, parts three and four profiled leaders who regarded the 
organisation they headed as their own private property. They did not move 
on as circumstances changed, demonstrating a deep level of emotional 
engagement.

The success dimension of the leadership hubris model in this chapter 
characterises success in terms of individual and organisational success. The 
world-view of a leader with hubris focused on individual success is emotion-
ally disengaged from the organisation he/she heads. The organisation is 
merely a vehicle to progress self-interest. In contrast, the world-view of a 
leader with hubris focused on organisational success is emotionally engaged 
with the organisation he/she heads. The organisation is an extension of the 
leader. When we reflect on what success means to a leader with hubris, it 
is apparent that in combination with a narcissistic personality, an assumed 
great or presidential great leader fixates on organisational success, behaving 
as if he/she owns the organisation. When fixated on individual success, the 
self-great or sovereign great leader behaves as if he/she does not care who 
owns the organisation.

The reinforcement dimension of the leadership hubris model character-
ises reinforcement in terms of reinforcement internal to, or external from, 
the organisation a leader heads. The world-view of a self-great or assumed 
great leader focused on internal reinforcement characterises the trappings 
of success as of paramount importance. In contrast, the world-view of a 
sovereign great or presidential great leader focused on external reinforce-
ment characterises the support and cooperation of key external stakeholders 
as critical.
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Kakabadse et al. (2007) observe that throughout history, scholars have 
characterised individuals attracted to and successful in leadership roles as 
displaying a strong desire to pursue personal interests in addition to that 
of the cause or organisation they head. Hedonism, power and posterity are 
overarching categories of temptation. We define hedonism as the pursuit of 
personal pleasure through the accumulation of material goods, consumerism 
or sensual pleasure. Power refers to control over environment. Posterity is a 
drive to establish a legacy sustainable beyond an individual’s term in post.

All four parts of the case study profile leaders who exerted an excessive 
control over their environment; however, parts one and four profile leaders 
who were also hedonistic. Both were ‘party animals’ who took full advan-
tage of the opportunities their leadership roles facilitated. In contrast, parts 
two and three profile leaders with no apparently hedonistic tendencies, but 
a brooding obsession with the world and its perception of them and the 
legacy they would leave. A focus on a leader’s tendency towards hedonism 
in the present or what he/she will leave for posterity can assist in differen-
tiating between the self- and assumed great leaders and the sovereign and 
presidential leaders.

A consideration of the success and reinforcement dimensions of the 
leadership hubris model helps in the identification of a leader as a self-
great, sovereign great, presidential great or assumed great leader. Although 
helpful in identifying the form of hubris a leader exhibits, this knowledge 
does not provide a road map for managing, working with or for a leader 
with any of the four forms of hubris. It would be naïve to suggest that 
there can be hard and fast rules when contemplating the self-, sovereign, 
presidential or assumed great leader. However, Post’s (1993) observations 
are instructive. The behaviour of a leader with hubris depends on whether 
advisers are sycophants or independent thinkers accurately informing a 
leader about political reality. Independent thinkers who focus on reality 
assist a leader in evaluating the completeness of a plan and in making 
mid-course corrections. In so doing, we can, at least, moderate the worst 
excesses of a leader with hubris.

Concluding remarks

Hubris is one of the less attractive sides of leadership, but nevertheless, it is 
a real issue. It is naïve to pretend that there is a cure for hubris. However, 
insight into the forms of hubris can assist a leader in his/her efforts to 
mitigate the worst effects of hubris of others and by recognising his/her 
own hubris provides the insight he/she needs to mitigate the worst effects 
of hubris in him/herself.

The leadership hubris model affords insight into the nature of hubris. We 
identified four forms of hubris that result in what we have named the self-
great, sovereign great, presidential great and assumed great leader. Knowing 
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the forms hubris can take in others and self provides some protection. By 
observing a leader, we can identify his/her preference for individual or 
organisational success and internal or external reinforcement. Once we 
have established preferences, then the model enables us to identify the 
form of hubris to which a leader is prone. Additionally, self-examination 
can provide the same insight for self.

To assert that specific responses to a leader with hubris are appropriate 
in every situation is unrealistic. Despite the caveat that action is inevitably 
situation-dependent, we can generally observe that behaviour of a leader 
with hubris depends on whether advisers are sycophants or independent 
thinkers accurately informing a leader about political reality (Post, 1993). 
By remaining grounded and resilient, always focusing on reality and ignor-
ing the worst excesses of others’ behaviour, an individual can, at least, 
mitigate the worst effect of hubris in a leader.

Rules and other organisational mechanisms may lean towards constrain-
ing a leader’s action such that he/she has more difficulty responding in 
ways that escalate hubris. Bearing in mind the introduction of governance 
safeguards against personal excess and desire, still some of the control 
must come from within the leaders themselves (Kakabadse et al., 2007). 
Learning how to question oneself and analyse actions is the start to 
reviewing self-motivation and the impact that has on followers. Leaders 
need to understand their own will and how they perceive the outside 
world as according to Socrates (Plato, 1981) – an unexamined life is not 
worth living.

A more effective response for effective governance than rules and regula-
tions is Kakabadse and Kakabadse’s (2005) ‘shared leadership’ model. This 
provides a sound infrastructure where power is not invested in one individual. 
It will not eliminate the hubris of others, but should mediate against any 
abuse of leadership position.
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