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MANAGING SOCIETY:
THE PAST BELONGED TO ECONOMISTS:
THE FUTURE BELONGS TO PSYCHOLOGISTS

In this paper T argue that social scientists, and psychologists in particular, have
a major role to play in the management of modern socicties. The crucial need is to
apply the concepts, methods, and tools of organizational psychalogy to the manage-
ment of society as an organization. To do this, it will be nccessary to establish many
more policy research and development units to: (1) assist in the creation ol a perva-
sive climate of innovation; (2) assist in (a) developing pro n which meets the
diffcrential needs and priorities of sub-groups of the population, (b) developing the
tools required to administer that variety and evaluate it from the viewpoint of each
group, and () collecting and disseminating information on the long term consequenc-
es of each option for individuals and socicty as a whole; (3) develop and disscminate
new understandings of the natire of the organizalional arrangemenis which are re-
quired to run modern managed socicties effectively - i. ¢. to cvolve new concepts
of democracy, burcaucracy, management, wealth, participation, and citizeaship; and
(4), most importantly, to develop the 100ls and structures for o_‘mai#:e:s._ .nm_n_ staff
appraisal that are nceded to ensurc that public servants and politicians initiate the
collection of, sifl, and act on, information in an innovalive way in the long term
public interest, and that they monitor the effects of the actions initiated and adapt
them as necessatry.

If these activities arc to be undertaken, it will be necessary for psychologists to
change their self-expectations, to behave in very different ways, and to project a very
dilferent image. Tt will also be neccssary for psychologists 1o develop more appropri-
ate images of the nature of scicuce and the research process and the ___ﬂ_E:o:n_
arrangements that are required 1o undertake policy-relevant research which _=<o_,.=..m
a great deal of fundamental rescarch on the one hand and leads through.into action
on the other. B

These are matters which concern all sacial scientists — and not just to psychole-
gists employed as occupational, organizational, educational, social, or community
psychologists. ’ :

In the mid 80's the British Government commissioned Lord Rothschild, who had
previously had a dramatic influence on the way in which British Government depart-
ments commissioned scientific research (Rothschild, 1971), to report on the Social
Science Research Council. Much to the surprise of the Government, Rothschild
(1982) wrate the best case for social research that has ever been published. He

argued that modern societics simply canuot function effectively without a great deal
of social research. However, e went on to say that social scientists had generaltly

failed 1o perceive the need for the kind and scale of studies that were nceded. They"
tended 10 mount projects which were 1oa acadentic and individualistic. Undergraduate -
training in psychology terided to lead rescarchers to aveid messy policy-relevant -

studies the results of which would not be beyond dispute and to avoid pressing home
the implications of such work as they did carry diit ty engaging in politically-rele-
vant debate. And social scientists were 100 inclined to erliicize each others’ work in
ways which resulied in funding agencies being unwilling to invest more money in
the area.

Rothschild did not spcli out the socictal changes which formed a context for his
remarks. However, the fact is that, in the 40 years that preceded his report, dramatic
changes had come about in the way in which society is organized. We now live in
what is essentially a managed world economy (Raven, 1982). The national economies
of which it is composed, trans-national corporations, and international trade are all
managed on the basis of explicit information, Decisions are taken by people (“wise
men” or not), and not by the invisible hand of the economic marketplace. The role
of mouncy has heen overMirned: instead of providing a mechanism whereby people
can vote with their pounds or dollars to determine the direction in which things
develop, control of prices and the way money is spent is now used to orchestrate the
achicvement of goals cstablished through the (information-hascd) politico-burcaucrat-
ic process. “Customers” are typically no longer private individuals conforming to the
image evoked when the term is employed by economists and politicians, but corpo-
rate giants purchasing on behail of thousands, if not millious, of people — for health
services, local authorities, airlines, national governments and international defence
alliances. Citizens have the utmost difficulty influencing the way the two_thirds of
their “income” which is syphoned off in dircet or indirect taxation Is yltimatcly
spent. : .

The extent of these changes is not generally recognised. In all countries of the
Evropean Comimunity, approximately 45% of GNP is spent directly by govern-
menis. This does not include local authority expenditure or expenditure by the na-
tionalized (or quasi-nationatized) industrics. When this is added on, the figure comes
to some 65%. This still does not include the effects of Iegislation requiring firms to
do such things as provide pensions for iheir emplayeés or install safety and poliu-
tion-conirol equipment or requiring private motorisis to insure their cars. Nor docs
it include grant and levy legislation which is designed to ensurc that people spend
much of their “own” money in ways decmed appropriate by government. When these
arc added, the lotal comes to some 75%. One can argue about the figure of 75%,
and one can argue about such things as how much control governments actually have
over trans-national corporations or the way in which citizens spend transfer pay-
ments... but the general conclusion that governments now control a mdjor part of the
spending in modern economies is indisputable,

These changes have come about for the best of reasons. An economy managed
by the invisibic hand of the marketplace gave us liltle control over the quality of the
urban environment, crime, the inequitable distribution of income, plaguc and discase,
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