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Abstract 

In viewing the organizational world of organizations during recent decades, we see a group of 
organizations that appear in a prominent position.  The organizational consulting firms stand out 
as one of the most dynamic sectors during the 90s.  Thus, the present study intends to contribute 
to understanding the growth process of the consulting market, its forms of activity and 
relationship to other organizations, starting with three reference points. First, focusing on the 
international consulting market, seeking to identify its characteristics and major changes over 
recent decades.  In the second part, the focus is on changes in the business and management over 
recent decades I focus on the changes in business and managerial space during the period.  The 
set functions as a means to visualize the activities of management ranks facing new organizational 
shapes and demands, formed beginning in the 1980s.  From this starting point, I refer to the 
formulations that come to support the concepts associated with the growing influence of financial 
logic in management forms, seeking to relate them to the issues of growth and forms of consultant 
activities as well as the role carried out by the ranks of management in midst of these 
circumstances.  Another component in constructing this study was the attempt to discuss the 
forms and mechanisms for disseminating management ideas and the diverse sectors involved in 
the process, focusing on the activity of consulting firms and their connection to other sectors in 
the field of selling organizational innovations, especially the business press.  This choice intends to 
contribute to an understanding of business-consulting firm relations, starting with the issue of 
disseminating new managerial references. 
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Introduction 
 
In viewing the world of organizations during the last 
two decades, a group of organizations appears in a 
highlighted position.  The organizational consulting 
firms stand out as one of the most dynamic sectors 
during this period.  With a continuous media 
presence, its members frequently occupy a visible 
place in economic and management journals.  In 
addition, their headquarters are located in the most 
important cities in the world, commonly standing out 
due to the impressiveness of their buildings and 
locations.  Consulting firms demonstrate income and 
growth that get the attention of the business world, 
with the leading companies growing at an average 
rate of twenty percent per year, placing them in the 
most profitable economic sectors of the period, 

overtaking the annual growth rates of the major 
economies.  In 1995, it is estimated that the market 
for consulting in organizational management reached 
40 billion dollars per year and in 2000, it had 
surpassed 100 billion 1. 

Nevertheless, this growth has been 
accompanied by a number of questions related to the 
scenario in which the organizations operate.  On the 
one hand, their insertion in the growing market for 
sales of management packets and organizational 
innovations and especially their connection to the 
business press and business schools, providing an 
inter-relationship that strengthens their growth and 
lends greater visibility in the sector, creating a flank 

                                                 
1 In DONADODE, J.C., 2000; THE ECONOMIST, 22 March 
1997. 
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of attack via critiques of so called managerial fads2.   
From another point of view, there is the mystery 
associated with the consulting world, nearly always 
related to the dearth of available information, and to 
their forms of activity, which have recourse to 
confidentially on various occasions, as an important 
lever for building trust between client and 
consultant3. 

In focusing on this background whose diversity 
of actors, institutions and organizations related to the 
subject tend to appear as a complex intricate 
scenario, it is also possible to highlight the 
relationship between the growth of the room for 
organizational consulting and the processes of 
organizational changes which these businesses have 
undergone over the course of the period.  Beginning 
in the 1980s, the multiplication of dissemination of 
“new forms of management” gained impetus first as 
an attempt by western organizations to accompany 
and re-contextualize Japanese management forms; 
and at the beginning of the 1990s, with the 
organizational restructurings - the example of the 
ideas linked to the process of reengineering being 
emblematic4.  Company mergers and privatizations 
also took on importance during this period5. 

The consulting firms stand out as one of the 
elements for disseminating and introducing new 
organizational arrangements, influencing, and in 
many cases, directing the agenda of possible 
organizational formats.  The relationship between the 
consulting firms and other organizations appears as 
an important element for understanding the 
organizational dynamics of this period.  

Thus, the present study intends to contribute to 
understanding the growth process of the consulting 

                                                 
2 MICKLETHWAIT, John, WOOLDRIDGE, Adrian. The Witch 
Doctors: Making Sense of the Management Gurus. New York: 
Times Books, 1996. 
3 O’SHEA, James E., MANDIGAN, Charles. Dangerous 
Company. The consulting powerhouse and  
the businesses they save and ruin. New York, NY-USA: Times 
Business, 1997. 
4 According to Pascale, in the 1980s, there was heavy growth in 
the rate of the rise and dissemination of new forms of business 
management.. In: PASCALE, Richard Tanner:  Managing on the 
edge. New York. Ed. Simon and Schuster, 1990. I will return to 
this issue in chapter 3 when I will analyze the mechanisms for 
disseminating managerial innovations. 
5 This is especially true when analyzing what happened to the 
fabric of Brazilian organizations with the privatization of 
important sectors of the Brazilian industrial base such as steel 
production, telecommunications and electricity and the growth of 
mergers and acquisitions during the 1990s.  According to the 
United Nations Conference on Commerce and Development, the 
total value of mergers and acquisitions in Brazil during 2000 was 
US$ 23.013 billion, more than double that registered in 1999, of 
US$ 9.357 billion.  Brazil was also responsible for more than 50% 
of all the international mergers and acquisitions recorded in Latin 
America after 1995. In: AGENCIA ESTADO. Estado on line, 
Wednesday. July 27, 2001. 

market and its forms of activity and relationship to 
other organizations, starting with three reference 
points.  First, it focuses on the international 
consulting market, seeking to identify its 
characteristics, the major changes over recent 
decades and the particularities of the sector in Brazil.  
In this section of the paper, I aim, using the mapping 
of the different sectors present, to understand how 
consultants construct their own social representations 
and those of the consulting space, how they position 
their competitors, their forms of action, the dynamic 
of internal struggles in the area and how they relate 
to the sectors that interact in more direct ways with 
the consulting universe; especially the ranks of 
company managers and sectors related to the 
production and dissemination of organizational 
concepts and practices6 . 

In the second part, I focus on the changes in 
business and managerial space during the period.  
The set functions as a means to visualize the 
activities of management ranks facing new 
organizational shapes and demands, formed 
beginning in the 1980s and a counterpoint to the 
ideas originating with the consulting firms.  From 
this starting point, I refer to the formulations that 
come to support the concepts associated with the 
growing influence of financial logic in management 
forms, seeking to relate them to the issues of growth 
and forms of consultant activities as well as the role 
carried out by the ranks of management in midst of 
these circumstances. 

As another building block in constructing the 
study, it discusses the forms and mechanisms for 
disseminating management ideas and the different 
sectors involved in the process, focusing on the 
actions of consulting firms and their connection to 
other sectors in the field of selling organizational 
innovations, especially the business press.  The 
choice intends to contribute to understanding the 
relationship between businesses and consultants, 

                                                 
6 To achieve the proposed objective, I refer to two types of 
theoretical references: the first is contained in the overall works of 
Bourdieu and his school, easily accessible in P. Bourdieu: La 
distinction: critique socilale du jugament. Paris, Ed. De Minuit, 
1979. La Noblesse D’Etat, Paris, Ed. De Minuit, 1989 and more 
recently in  Les structures sociales de l’économie, Paris, Éditions 
du seuil, May 2000.. La Noblesse D’Etat, Paris, Ed. De Minuit, 
1989  
The second inspiration refers to research related to the 
ethnographic and symbolic interactionism of George Mead: Mind 
Self, Society, Edited by Charles W Morris. Chicago: University of 
Chicago. 1936; Herbert Blumer: Symbolic Interacionism. 
Berkeley, CA, University of California Press, 1969; and more 
recently Robert Prus: Symbolic interaction and ethnographic 
research: intersubjectivity and the study of human lived 
experience. Albany State University of New York, 1996; and 
Pursuing Customers: An Ethnography of Marketing Activities. 
Newbury Park, California-USA: Sage Publications, 1989. 
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starting with the issue of dissemination new 
managerial references. 

  
The Research Format 
 
The study was structured in stages to achieve its 
proposed objectives.  In the first stage, comprised of 
two subgroups, theoretical constructions were 
studied about:  i) organizational dynamics over the 
last decades, especially the formulations that try to 
deal with the question of the influence of the 
financial fields on management forms and the 
managerial content of companies 7; ii) successive 
“management fads”, which began to appear 
beginning in the 1980s and their importance in 
disseminating organizational innovations, utilizing 
concepts proposed through the institutional analysis 
of organizations, and especially those referring to 
concepts of rationality in management activity and 
the process of isomorphism among organizations.  
Such constructions were developed mainly during 
my time as visiting professor, under the orientation 
of Professor Robert Cole of the Haas School of 
Business at the University of California at Berkeley 
and through work having to do with the creation and 
legitimization of management gurus8. 

In the second block, I utilized as raw material a 
tracking and analysis of material on the consulting 
and management theme published in the Brazilian 
business press, especially the magazine Exame 
during the 1990s.  This procedure aimed to acquire 
elements that serve to subsidize a discussion of the 
mechanisms linking consulting firms and other 
agents active in selling organizational innovations, as 
well as to map the contents published as legitimate 
for the occupants of managerial positions during the 
period. 

The final part - the field research, aiming to 
understand the creation of the international 

                                                 
7 With respect to this issue, I can’t avoid mentioning the 
inestimable help of Professor Neil Fligstein in the program he 
administers and in numerous meetings during my stay at Berkeley 
in the second semester of 1998, as well as the discussions and 
research with my colleague in the Department at UFSCar, Roberto 
Grun.  
8 Highlighted are the following references to works by Robert 
Cole developed on the subject:  Fads, imitation, and learning. The 
case of American Quality Movement. Center for Research in 
Management. University of California Press. Berkeley. CA. 
EUA.1994; and more recently Managing quality fads: How 
American business learned to play the quality game University of 
California Press. Berkeley. CA. EUA. 1998.  The following works 
originated with my stay: Difusão de novidades organizacionais e 
dinâmica social: a formação do guru gerencial brasileiro. Teoria e 
Pesquisa. Revista do Departamento de Ciências Sociais – 
UFSCar. Nro 30-31, jul-dez. 1999; and Imprensa de Negócios, 
Dinâmica Social e os Gurus Gerenciais, no I ENCONTRO DE 
ESTUDOS ORGANIZACIONAIS - ENEO. Org. Associação 
Nacional de Pesquisa em Administração – ANPAD. Junho de 
2000. 

consulting market and its particularities in the 
Brazilian case - seeks to comprehend the major 
nucleuses of influence on the sector.  In this way, we 
intend to construct an initial mapping of the 
consulting space in Brazil to serve as a space 
reflective of the theoretical constructions, and at the 
same time, that provides elements internal to the 
actions and social representations of the consultant; 
the basis for future research. 

In the construction and formatting of the 
research, we had recourse first to the theoretical 
formulations and procedures related to ethnographic 
studies and to Symbolic interactionism 9.  As another 
basic element in the process of structuring the field 
research, I used concepts formulated by Bourdieu, 
seeking not just the pre-constructed representations 
of the world of the interviewed, but also the rational 
schemes on which the construction of this image is 
based.  In this way, I sought to ally the tools 
developed by ethnographic procedures and by 
symbolic interactionism, especially the studies that 
seek to understand how people give meaning to their 
life situations and the means by which they divide 
and structure their activities10; in addition to a 
questioning of the social conditions which make 
them possible, focusing on the correspondence 
between the social structures and mental structures, 
the objective structure of the world and the rational 
structures by which the former is completely 
understood (Bourdieu, 1991)11 

                                                 
9 As theoretical support for ethnographic issues and those related 
to symbolic interactionism, I refer to information found in the 
works of George Mead: Mind Self, Society, Edited by Charles W 
Morris.Chicago: University of Chicago. 1936; Erving Goffman, 
The presentation of Self in everyday life; Herbert Blumer, 
Symbolic Interactionisms. Berkeley, CA, University of California 
Press, 1969; Harold Garfinkel 1967, Studies in Ethnomehtodology. 
Englewood Cliffs. N.J. Prentice Hall; and more recently in 
Norman Denzin: Symbolic Interacionism and Cultural Studies. 
The Politics of Interpretation. Cambrigde, Mass.Blackwell, 1992. 
E Robert Prus: Symbolic interaction and ethnographic research: 
intersubjectivity and the study of human lived experience. State 
University of New York, Albany. 1996. 
10 Such as the Robert Prus’s study: Pursuing Customers: An 
Ethnography of Marketing Activities. Newbury Park, California. 
Sage Publications. 1989, to which I refer for the construction and 
formatting of the field research.  
11 In: Bourdieu, Pierre and Löic J. D. Wacquant. An Invitation to  
Reflexive Sociology. University of Chicago Press. Chicago 1992. 
P.  247.  
The fieldwork was done using 50 semi-directed interviews, 
focusing on the following thematic groups.  
1.  The forms of action and division of the international/Brazilian 
consulting market, seeking to identify: the major companies in the 
market, the diversity of activities; the origin and sources of 
reference; relationship networks. 
2.  The forms of constructing the network of legitimization and 
dissemination of organizational innovation, taking the relations 
between consulting firms, the business and academic press as a 
point of reference, trying to identify – the dissemination of 
“management packets” in recent years; the utilization of 
consulting firms as sources of “guidelines”; the forms of 
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Following this choice, I used the ideas of 
relational space that serve to support Bourdieu’s 12 
concept of field as references.  This was an attempt 
to avoid the trap of preconceiving and taking the 
field beforehand, but without recourse to what this 
concept provides as intrinsic to its construction, i.e. 
the possibility of understanding the construction of 
the world, the forms of action and social 
representation of the actors, based on the way they 
reference themselves in relation to other actors 
involved with the issue.  The option for this research 
format also aimed to provide elements that could be 
related to the form of construction and legitimization 
of the arguments proffered by those interviewed, 
verifying more directly the logic of the justifications 
presented.  For this, we referred to the concepts 
developed by Douglas 13, especially to understand 
the managerial formulations and the consultants 
studied regarding issues related to the contents of 
managerial work and the forms of business 
management 14. 

                                                                         
relationships between consultants and economic journalists; the 
creation of university foundations and other organisms related to 
the activities of docents as consultants.  
3. In the third stage, the relationship consultant/consulting firms 
with contracting companies, trying to identify:  
the forms of consultant activity in the companies; the relationship 
consultant-managers, and the forms of legitimization of the 
organizational content proposed by the consultants. 
The field research was conducted primarily by means of a series 
of 15 interviews divided as follows:   a first block focussing on the 
consulting firms that appear in international highlight  and 
verifying their activities in the Brazilian market.  At a second 
stage, after surveying the organizations related to the Brazilian 
consulting sector, focussing on those most outstanding, owners’ 
syndicates and organization/professional associations linked to the 
sector.  After this first exploratory series and based on 
combinations of the data obtained and the formulations that were 
used in the theoretical construction of the consulting market, 
subspaces that appear as poles of influence in the consulting space 
were selected. 
12 According to Bourdieu’s concepts, the field consists of a system 
of objective forces and historical relations among positions 
anchored in a certain kind of power (capital).  The field is 
modeled as a system of objective forces (in the same way as a 
magnetic field), a relational configuration that is the carrier of 
specific gravity, which is imposed on all the objects and agents 
that enter into it.  The field is at the same time a space of conflict 
and competition, with a possible analogy to a battlefield, in which 
carriers of different types of capital struggle to establish a 
monopoly over the various forms of capital present and the power 
to decree and hierarchalize the rates of conversion among all the 
forms of authority inside the field of power.  
13 Especially his publications: Thought Styles. Critical essays on 
good taste. London, Sage publications. 1996; Understanding the 
enterprise Culture. Themes in the work of Mary Douglas. HEAP, 
Shaun Hargreaves., ROOS, Angus (Ed.), Edinburgh, Edinburgh 
University Press. 1992; DOUGLAS, Mary., WILDAVSKY, 
Aaron: Risk and Culture. An Essay on the selection of 
technological and Environmental Dangers. Berkeley. CA – USA:  
University of California Press. 1982. 
14 In the selected groupings referring to the theoretical discussions 
stated earlier, we did 35 interviews seeking a sample that could 
represent the several hierarchical layers present, i.e. interviewing 

The material for analysis was complemented by 
information taken from interviews of people related 
to the consulting sector, for example members of 
professional associations, managers who contract 
services, ex-consultants and by consulting the 
literature on specific aspects of the matter.  

 
The configuration of the international 
consulting marketing in recent decades 

 
The 1980s mark the start of important 
transformations in the organizational consulting 
market.  The growth and greater visibility of the 
sector, associated with changes in forms of activity, 
of the relationship to the contracting companies and 
insertion into markets for the dissemination and sale 
of management packets imprinted characteristics that 
serve as support for the shape and importance that 
the sector took on during the 1990s. 

During this period the implementation of 
management tools inspired in Japanese management 
ideas stand out.  Such tools, backed up by the 
dissemination of the success of Japanese industries, 
especially those having to do with the conquest of 
considerable portions of the North American 
automobile market, became references for 
businesses. 

Attempts to transfer Japanese practices to a new 
context served as fertile terrain for the expansion of 
consulting firms.  New areas of activity opened up.   
At a first, there were attempts to interpret and 
introduce elements of Japanese management 
practices into western companies, with the 
discussion of implanting Quality Control Circles 
(QCCs) being emblematic.  Another highlight during 
this period which provided new fields for activities 
was the growing market for certification of 
management procedures and production processes, 

                                                                         
in various organizations from the selected sub-poles, people who 
occupied positions ranging from the upper scale to those recently 
arriving in the consulting sector.  At one company, we did a 
specific project with the aim of responding to the issues in this 
work by means of interviews from the most varied levels of the 
organization’s structure.  In a complementary fashion, we chose a 
group of interviews composed of students at the end of their 
programs, coming from schools whose graduates are routinely 
selected for positions in consulting firms – those who sought 
positions or had worked as interns, as well as those recent 
university graduates who had founded firms active in the sector. It 
is worth stressing that the sequencing and execution of the 
interviews occurred in such a way as to contemplate two 
simultaneous and complementary processes.  The first in which 
we sought to focus on a certain grouping until the moment at 
which the interviews converged toward a recurrence of ideas 
about their positioning in the face of the poles of influence and 
formulations about the specific forms, concept and activities in the 
consulting space.  In the second part, based on the sequence of the 
interview, the initial predispositions were reviewed and re-
elaborated, aiming to re-contextualize the connections and power 
of influence of the diverse groupings selected earlier. 
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represented mainly by the ISO norms and in the 
following years, specific versions such as QS in the 
American automobile sector. 

Over the course of the decade, the spaces for 
consulting activity took on new dimensions, moving 
their focus from the functional characteristics of 
Japanese practices to management packets which 
aimed to contemplate the various sectors present in 
the companies.  Such a transition is evidenced by the 
semantics and reach of proposals that focused on 
“Philosophies of Quality” such as Kaizen, and 
mainly by the content attributed to TQM (Total 
Quality Management). 

As discussed by Cole (1998) in studies of the 
constitution and dynamic of the Quality movements 
in American companies, consultants were major 
vectors for the dissemination and implantation of 
new management forms of Japanese inspiration.  
According to the author, during the 1980s there was 
a process of institutionalization of the various agents 
and professional and governmental instances that 
sought to formulate the contents of the theme of 
quality; and a sharpening of the dispute for 
dissemination and implantation related to the matter 
15.  Such a formulation has importance in this study 
because it indicates the reasons for growth in the use 
of consulting firms as well as their strategies for 
conquering space for consulting firms’ activities in 
the 1990s. 

Information technology (IT) was another 
component that contributed to the scenario for 
consulting firms of begin acting in the 1980s.  At 
first, due to changes occasioned by the diffusion of 
personal computers in the companies and later with 
the introduction of “management packets” based on 
informationIncreased computerization of 
administrative aspects and of production aiming at 
gains in productivity the utilization of software 
devoted to the management of organizational 
aspects, for example the MRP, opened up an 
important market for consulting firms and also 
served as the basis for the transformations in 
segmentation and the forms of acting of the central 
pole of international consulting firms in the 
following decades.  For example, as technical 
assistance in the introduction of issues related to the 
use of the internet as a business tool and the 
activities of companies specialized in management 
software, such as SAP and ORACLE. 

                                                 
15 Of the works Robert Cole hás developed on this theme, we 
highlight: Fads, imitation, and learning. The case of American 
Quality Movement. Center for Research in Management. 
University of California Press. Berkeley. CA. EUA.1994; and 
more recently Managing quality fads: How American business 
learned to play the quality game University of California Press. 
Berkeley. CA. EUA. 1998. 

The end of the 1980s also presented a 
component central to understanding the shape and 
constitution of the present consulting firm sector: the 
creation of Andersen Consulting.  The company was 
created in 1989 by the process of dividing the 
business of Arthur Andersen Co.  Andersen was born 
as the largest consulting firm in the world, with a 
contingent of 21,400 jobs, and billing of US$1.6 
billion in its first year. 

Its creation introduced a number of 
characteristics that the consulting market would take 
on in the 1990s.  The first to highlight is the new 
forms of composition between consultants and 
auditors.  Consultants left the large auditing and 
accounting firms to occupy their own space.  
Strategies based on the development and 
implantation of information technology constituted a 
new stage in the polarization between accounting 
firms and the so-called strategy consulting firms, so 
well represented by Mckinsey. 

The decisive movement of the accounting firms 
of which Arthur Andersen was part, also merits note 
during the period.  It aimed to occupy the growing 
market for consulting more effectively.  In addition 
to the example of the creation of Andersen 
consulting, there were a number of mergers between 
large representatives of the sector, meant to gain 
scale and greater activity in the consulting market. 

The creation of the KPMG 16, Deloitte Touche 
and Ernst & Young at the end of the 1980s would, 
together with the presence of Price Waterhouse, 
Arthur Andersen and Coopers & Lybrand, form the 
so-called Big Six Accounting Firms.  This 
constituted an important new pole of influence in the 
forms of activity and in shaping the consulting sector 
in the 1990s.  

 
The 1990s 
 
If the 1980s there had been a number of positionings 
and events which opened up new space for 
consulting activity; in the 1990s the sector gained 
highlight and importance in the business and 

                                                 
16 KPMG is an abbreviation for the names of its main founders.  
The letter K represents Klynveld. Piet Klynveld. Piet Klynveld 
was the founder of the Dutch firm Klynveld Kraayenhof & Co.  In 
1979, the company merged with Deutsche Treuhand-Gesellschaft 
and McClintock Main Lafrentz, giving rise to Klynveld Main 
Goerdeler (KMG); The P represents Peat. Willian Barcley Peat & 
Co. was founded in London in 1870; The M represents Marwick. 
James Marwick and Roger Mitchell created Marwick, Mitchell & 
Co. in Nova York in 1897. In 1991, the firm merged with Barcley 
Peat & Co., forming Peat, Marwick Mitchell & Co, which later 
became Peat Marwick International, one of the largest 
international auditing and accounting firms. The G represents 
Goerdeler, the last name of the president of Deutsche Treuhand-
Gesellschaft and later of KMG. In 1987,  KMG and PMI 
undertook the first large fusion in the auditing and accounting 
market, creating KPMG (see Fig. 2). 
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managerial worlds.  The sector stood out due both to 
its rates of growth in billing and size of the 
companies, and for its exposure in the media.  
Income rose from 22 billion in 1990 to more than 
100 billion ten years later, and among the ten largest 
companies it is common to find contingents of more 
than 50,000 employees and income of more than five 
billion dollars.  It is worth recalling that Andersen 
was the largest consulting firm in the world in 1989, 
with 21,600 employees and billing of 1.5 billion.  

The first component that contributes to 
understanding the dynamics of the period is the 
reengineering processes present from the start of the 
1990s.  Organizational changes related to 
organizational redesign, starting with the “Core 
Business” of the company, contributed to expanding 
the space for consulting in the management and 
business areas. 

This did not happen just as an increase in 
opportunities for consulting firms’ activity, but due 
to mainly features that contemplated aspects of the 
dynamic of the consulting sector in the period.  
Among them, one can highlight issues related to 
forms of interaction between consulting firms, the 
business press and academic sectors - these latter 
represented mainly by the business schools. 

A first point to note is the issue of “one man, 
one idea, a new consulting firm”, made explicit in 
discussions about management fads and gurus.  With 
the dissemination of the organizational redesign 
process, James Champy and Michael Hammer, 
considered to be the fathers of reengineering, leapt to 
be the first team of the international management 
gurus.  These ideas were first presented in an article 
that Michael Hammer published in 1990, 
Reengineering Work: Don’t automate, Obliterate in 
the Harvard Business Review, and in 1993, 
transformed into the book Re-engineering the  
Corporation, which reached the mark of 17 million 
books worldwide, i.e. reengineering became one of 
the most influential forms of management and  
business fad of recent decades.  

To understand the relation between 
gurus/management fads and the consulting dynamic, 
one needs to recall that during the 1980s there were 
many example of actors taking turns in formulating 
and selling “managerial packages”.  P. 
Crosby/Quality is Free Porter, M. /Competitive 
Strategy and Kanter. R. /The Change Masters 17. 
Thus, the dissemination of reengineering came from 
this form of activity in the consulting market and 

                                                 
17 KANTER, Rosabeth M. The Change Masters: Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship in the American Corporation. New York Simon 
& Schuster, 1985; CROSBY, P. Quality Is Free: The Art of 
Making Quality Certain .New York. McGraw-Hill Professional 
Publishing, 1979; PORTER, M. Competitive Strategy. New York. 
Free Press.1980 

backed up possible candidates for this type of 
consulting.  

Dissemination based on articles in renowned 
management journals, in the publication of a book, to 
function as a flagship for ideas and later to transform 
the author into a guru and best seller, had elements 
that would join the growing activity of professors, 
mainly from the business schools, and consulting 
firms specialized and small size consulting firms, for 
example.  For these companies the success of the 
reengineering format provided the opportunity to 
reach the restricted world of consulting firms 
represented by the accounting firms and strategy 
companies. 

But it was not just the manner in which they 
were disseminated that the reengineering processes 
provided new elements for understanding the world 
of consulting in the 1990s.  One of the most central 
formulations of the ideas of reengineering, 
Downsizing, also contributed elements to the 
characterization and dissemination of consulting 
firms, with organizational changes in the companies.  
Represented by the flattening of the position 
pyramid, cuts in functions, in some cases of entire 
departments, and the process of outsourcing, a 
contingent of managers was displaced from the old 
companies and sought a way to reconvert in the 
related consulting field, whether as consultants 
associated to a firm, or by forming new companies 
that sought to provide orientation on specific matters, 
which had been developed formerly inside their jobs. 

Company constructions and representations 
related to the need for a management pyramid also 
resulted in increased internal competition for 
managerial positions, which often led the occupants 
of such positions to consultants, gurus and books on 
new management forms, seeking in their ideas the 
opportunity to gain valuable points in the companies’ 
internal disputes.  

To summarize and comprehend the 
transformations and the positioning of the actors in 
the international consulting space of the time, which 
includes the 1980s to the mid 90s, I refer to two 
principal issues.  The first is the size that the leading 
companies of the sector took on beginning at the end 
of the 1980s.  For example, Andersen Consulting 
went from 21,660 employees in 1990 to 45,000 in 
1996.  Its billing also shows a significant increase, 
reaching 5.3 billion in 1996, against 1.6 billion six 
years earlier. 

To understand such growth, one needs to recall 
the movement of the Accounting Firms which aimed 
to occupy the consulting market, with the creation of 
Andersen Consulting or the mergers of enterprises 
such as KPMG.  Independently of the form, the Big 
Six: KPMG, Deloitte Touche, Ernst & Young. Price 
Waterhouse, Arthur Andersen and Coopers & 
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Lybrand, presented themselves as the dominant pole 
in the worldwide consulting market, as much by 
increase in scale, provided by the size of the 
companies, as the coverage of their areas of activity.  
For example, in 1996, Price had 400 offices in 118 
countries and Andersen had 152 offices in 46 
countries. 

Another traditional pole in the formative period 
of the consulting firms and which stands out in the 
sector of companies specialized in Organizational 
Strategy, with such icons as Mckinsey and Booz-
Allen and Hamilton.  One can perceive its 
importance in the consulting market, for example, in 
Mckinsey’s billing of 2.9 billion that placed it among 
the leading companies in the world market.  Growth 
in size and the areas of coverage of the companies is 
also at issue for these companies.  This is the case of 
Mckinsey, which at the beginning of the 1980s had 
approximately 600 consultants, and in 1996 had 
3,900 employees, active in 32 countries. 

Another relevant fact is that the growth of the 
consulting firms related to information technology, 
first with the leadership of Andersen Consulting, but 
also with the movement of the giants in the computer 
branch, such as IBM,  to diversify their businesses..  
They sought to occupy space in the consulting 
market, selling solutions that allied the processes of 
changes and formulating company strategy with the 
support of information technology. 

 It is also possible to point to the growth of the 
space occupied by companies, which that originated 
and whose major activity lay in transforming 
theories and ideas developed in academic areas into 
marketing packets, more specifically by the 
positional of BCG Consulting.  From the 1970s on, 
this company sought to offer tools based in concepts 
about the business world that could be easily 
assimilated and manipulated by companies, its 
portfolio matrix being emblematic and in many cases 
confused with the company itself.  With this, BCG 
sought to classify businesses into four groups 
according to their ability to generate income and 
occupy sectors of the market.  The identification of 
which group the business was located provided an 
expectation of return on capital invested and the risks 
associated to this investment.  The functionality and 
simplicity of the scheme that covered the most varied 
branches of industry, served as a basis for its success 
and dissemination, forming a virtual Blue Book in 
which executives could look at in an automatic way 
for help in making decisions. 

The importance of BCG’s position in relation to 
other consulting firms serves as an indication of the 
growing space that this kind of activity gained in the 
consulting market and also for the changes that these 
companies, characterized as small businesses usually 
with a maximum of one hundred employees would 

undergo, becoming firms of considerable size, as 
was the case of BCG, which in 1996 had 1,500 
employees. 

In addition to greater visibility and new areas of 
activity, the growth of consulting firms at the 
beginning of the 1990s also brought with it questions 
about consultant efficacy and their ways of acting, 
represented principally by the discussion about 
management fads and gurus.  Systematic critiques of 
the ethical conduct of the consulting firms began to 
appear following the series of “lifesaving formulas 
for companies”.  As an example, we can use what 
happened with AT&T, one of the world giants in 
telecommunications.  The company became one of 
the consulting firms’ main clients, beginning in the 
1980s, and spent more than half a billion dollars on 
these services.  Nevertheless, despite arming itself 
with an army of consultants and the most varied 
formulas for success, the company performed far 
below what had been promised by its consultants, as 
for example in the case of the purchase of NCR at a 
value far above the market.  In the face of these 
happenings, John Walter, in taking over as the new 
president in November 1996, decided to fire all the 
consultants and declare that they were no longer 
welcome at the company20. 

In the business press, which contributed and 
benefited from the best sellers on new forms of 
management, articles and books questioning the 
consulting firms and managerial fads also began to 
appear.  As examples of articles: In search of 
Suckers (Fortune, 1996) e The rise of guru 
skepticism (Management Today, 1996) and of books: 
The Witch Doctors: Making Sense of the 
Management Gurus, 1996; Management redeemed: 
debunking the fads that undermine our Corporations 
performance, 1996; Dangerous Company. The 
consulting powerhouses and the businesses they save 
and ruin, 1997; and Fad surfing in the boardroom: 
reclaiming the courage to manage in the age of 
instant answers, 199721.  Two of Scott Adams’ 
comic books also appeared on the bestseller list, The 
Dilbert Principle e Dogbert’s Top Secret 

                                                 
20 O’SHEA, James E., MANDIGAN, Charles. Dangerous 
Company. The consulting powerhouses and the businesses they 
save and ruin. New York, NY-USA: Times Business, 1997. 
21 In search of Suckers, Fortune, October 14, 1996. pp. 118-126; 
The rise of guru skepticism, Management Today, March, 1996, pp. 
48-52; MICKLETHWAIT, John, WOOLDRIDGE, Adrian. The 
Witch Doctors: Making Sense of the Management Gurus. New 
York Times Books, 1996; HILMER, Frederick G. Management 
redeemed: debunking the fads the undermine our Corporations 
performance. New York. The Free Press.1996;O’SHEA, James E., 
MANDIGAN, Charles. Dangerous Company. The consulting 
powerhouses and the businesses they save and ruin. New York, 
NY-USA: Times Business, 1997; SHAPIRO, Eilleen C. Fad 
surfing in the boardroom: reclaiming the courage to manage in the 
age of instant answers. Reading, MA-USA. Addison-Wesley 
Publishing, 1997. 
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Management Handbook22, which among other 
everyday matters in the large companies, satirized 
the practices of consulting firms23.  

In the face of criticisms, two movements in the 
sector began at the end of the 1990s.  The first 
sought to deal with ethical issues and the almost 
nonexistent barriers to entry in the sector, stating that 
anyone who had printed business cards could present 
themselves and act as consultants, provoking 
disastrous situations.  The Institute of Management 
Consulting – IMC, the major professional 
association for American consultants24, began to 
implement certification program for consulting 
activities.  To obtain the certificate it was necessary 
to pass an exam in which the candidate needed to 
demonstrate dominion over and proved experience in 
the conduction and implementation of the areas 
where he or she intended to act as consultant25. 
Criticisms related to the sharpening competition also 
began to influence the forms of consulting activity.  
It could no longer, as in the 1980s, just sell analysis 
and ideas for change, but had to join the diagnostic 
with a management packet and moves in the 
direction of implementing the proposed solutions 26.  

Despite the questioning, the sector continued to 
show growth that was outstanding in the business 
world in the second half of the 1990s, ending the 
decade with billing 150% higher than in 1995, with 
growth of approximately 354% in the 1990s and with 
worldwide coverage. 

                                                 
22 ADAMS, Scott. The Dilbert Principle: A Cubicle's-Eye View of 
Bosses, Meetings, Management Fads & Other Workplace 
Afflictions. NY. Harperbusiness.1997; Dogbert’s Top Secret 
Management Handbook . N.Y.Harperbusiness.1997. 
23 For example, in saying that “the consultant is a person who 
takes your money, makes your employees’ lives hell, while, with 
no hurry, seeking the best way to extend his consulting contract”.  
24 The Institute of Management Consulting - IMC was founded in 
1969 with the intention of establishing an “ethical code …and 
safeguarding the quality of services lent by consultants”.  It 
publishes the main journal for discussion and dissemination in the 
sector:, the  JOURNAL OF MANAGEMENT  CONSULTING. 
 
25 To obtain the IMC certificate the candidate had to dedicate more 
than half time his or her work time to consulting; have at least five 
years of experience and as head of a project; have a university 
degree from a recognized institution; obtain six local references 
from places where he or she had provided services, with a third of 
these recommendations from people at the top of the management 
pyramid; and pass a qualifying exam, composed of an interview to 
gauge professional knowledge, the code of ethics and specific 
areas of activity.  In: KINARD, James C. The Management 
Consulting Profession and Consulting Services In: BARCUS, 
Saw. W., WILKINSON, Joseph W. (ed.) Handbook of 
Management Consulting Services. New York: Ed. McGraw-Hill. 
2nd Ed, 1995. 
26 As explained by Bain Clarkson, executive at the Boston 
Consulting Group: “Consulting was the art of giving advice that 
another person would act on; now we have to make sure that good 
ideas take flight and every consultant claims to be in the results 
business”. Cited in: THE ECONOMIST, March 22,  1997. p. 15. 

To end the chronology of the period and 
provide elements that can help in understanding the 
dynamic of the sector in the transition to the 1990s, it 
is possible to point out some aspects that can help to 
understand the transformations in the sector at the 
end of the 1990s.  The first issue that is possible to 
visualize in this the comparison is the rise of 
Accenture Consulting27 as the company with the 
largest billing in the sector.  The new firm was the 
result of a legal dispute between Arthur Andersen 
and Andersen Consulting.  Two central aspects stand 
out in this conflict:  the first is related to the growth 
of billing in the consulting sector in areas of 
traditional activity of the accounting firms, 
exemplified by the fact that in 1997, for the first time 
management consulting was responsible for more 
income than auditing and tax activities28.  On the 
other hand, the dispute was rooted in the age, 
professional training and forms of activity of those 
involved.  On the more traditional side were the 
auditors, lawyers and people linked to the accounting 
function, with a relationship founded in longevity, 
continuity and confidentiality in their transactions 
with clients.  In contrast was the army of young 
people, recently graduated from business schools and 
technology centers, armed with MBAs, skilled in 
information technology and whose relationships 
were based on the sale of tools and management 
packages. 

This issue also had to do with legal aspects, 
since the discussions about the legality of having the 
same consulting firm evaluating operations at 
companies in the merger process and also implanting 
changes, evidence by the fact that Deloitte & Touche 
opted to act in the first areas which had given it 
origin as an accounting firm and to sell the second 
segment to Cap Gemini29 . 

It is also worth noting the continuity of mergers 
of large companies with the joining of Price 
Waterhouse and Coopers & Lybrand.  The new 
company was born as the second largest consulting 
company in the world, with invoices of over 9 billion 
dollars and representing an even greater 
concentration than accounting firms operating on a 

                                                 
27  In 2000, the American courts decided that Arthur Andersen 
would not be responsible for any action of Andersen Consulting 
and that the name Andersen could only be used by Arthur 
Andersen, which led to the creation of Accenture Consulting in 
2001. 
28 The study compared the 100 biggest accounting firms in the 
United States. In: THE ECONOMIST, September 20, 1997. p. 67. 
29 Internal disputes, such as those at Arthur Andersen, appeared as 
the main reason for separation.  The matter also began to merit the 
attention of the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) that 
had not required the division, but had recommended clearer limits 
between the functions of different sectors of the US accounting 
firms.  This position found resonance in Europe. In; BUSINESS 
INSURANCE, March 6, 2000. 
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worldwide scale or the consulting originating with 
them, which now no longer made up the Big Six, but 
the Big Five:  Pricewaterhousecoopers, Arthur 
Andersen, Ernst &Young, KPMG e Deloitte 
Consulting. (see figure 3). 

Another aspect to point out was the expansion 
of the portfolios of activities of the companies.  
Firms specialized in strategy focused on 
disseminating management packets and IT tried also 
to offer services that contemplated “complete 
solutions” as much in their specializations as those 
developed by competitors.  This took place by means 
of developing dedicated sectors and/or alliances 
between companies. The CSC is an example. This 
company was formed by the merger of CSC 
Consulting and Index, joining the growth of the 
dissemination with the implementation of 
reengineering processes, in which one of the 
company founders, James Champy, was a world 
reference with the information technology developed 
by Index. As a result of this merger, the company 
became the fifth largest consulting firm in the world 
30. The growth of the market, along with the 
processes of mergers and alliances among 
companies, and the need to act on a world scale 
accentuated the trend toward significant increases in 
the size and income of the consulting firms, which 
had been present throughout the 1990s, even further.  

 
Institutional Investors and 
organizational dynamics in recent years 
 
To be able to understand the growth and importance 
that consulting firms gained beginning in the 1980s, 
I refer to formulations about the changes the 
companies underwent during the period and their 
interdependence in developing the consulting field.  
In this work,  

I specially emphasize the process by which 
understanding and representations about the 
organizational world were being colonized by 
financial logic, and more explicitly, how the change 
in corporate governance, which began in the United 
States in the 1980s, occurred with the activity of 
large institutional investors, represented by pension 
funds, insurance companies and investment funds.  
The choice was due to the country appeared as the 
main historical pole of influence and development in 
the sector, headquarters of the leading companies 

                                                 
30 The merger of Eletronic Data Systems (EDS), one of the leading 
companies in the implementation of information technology and 
A.T. Kearney’s Com, the tradition in strategy analysis of 
companies is another example of mergers among consulting firms 
seeking to combine their specialties In: MULLIN Rick. Survival 
of the biggest? Journal of Business  Strategy, May/June. 1996. pp. 
17-19.  
 

and the largest world market.  The analysis centers 
on the dispute between managers and institutional 
investors for control of the large American 
companies, which supported the majority of the 
restructurings that occurred during the 1980s and 
90s. 

To understand and position the contenders it is 
necessary to return to the beginning of the 20th 
century and the so-called American “Managers’ 
Revolution”. As discussed by Chandeler, business 
development which focused on gains in scale and the 
consequent increase in organizational complexity, 
meant that decisions about production, distribution 
and the dimensioning of resources needed were 
allocated to people who were dedicated full time and 
received salaries: the professional managers.  
Increased competition and business diversification 
strategies corroborated the development of 
management space even further.  During this period, 
a growing number of companies transformed 
themselves into holding companies, designating 
managers responsible for each one of the component 
firms.  This format reinforced even further the 
position of managers to control the large companies, 
since the majority of the board of the holding 
company was made up of the top executives of each 
unit.  Such occurrences caused company control to 
pass slowly from the hands of owners, who were 
often the founders, into those of professional 
managers at the majority of American companies.  
As a reference, one can cite that in 1974, 82 percent 
of the majority of non financial firms were under the 
control of managers, against only 40 percent in 1929. 

Since the end of the Second World War, the 
corps of professional managers and the structuring 
by departments had gained importance, as was 
represented as one of the factors responsible for the 
success of professionalized capitalism.  It was the 
consolidation of the “Managers’ Revolution” – the 
replacement of people in management positions 
linked to the company owners and of those who had 
learned at the workplace, with professionals who had 
specific training to exercise management functions 
and who became “indispensable” to the good 
functioning of the company. 

In the 1980s, the intrinsic positive value of the 
management corps was called into questioning.  
Management’s role as indispensable to the 
company’s functioning was questioned, and concepts 
such as downsizing, which stated the need for 
reformulating the companies’ traditional 
organizational model, were introduced.  In this 
restructuring process, the intermediate managers 
came to be seen as responsible for the moroseness in 
the companies’ communications process, due to their 
appropriation of a considerable part of shareholders’ 
dividends through unnecessarily high salaries, 
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correlative benefits and the adoption of business 
strategies which prioritized company stability, 
instead of maximizing shareholder profits; and the 
“now” elevated costs of their maintenance also came 
under fire.  This formulation found support in the 
theoretical formulations of the “Theory of Agency”.  
The basis for this theoretical body is the principal-
agent model, which emphasizes that a common 
characteristic of economic transactions is that 
individuals (principals) contract others (agents) to 
undertake some service.   The problem is that the 
interests of the two don’t always coincide, and the 
principal needs to establish incentives and ways to 
monitor the agent to assure that he or she acts in 
accord with the interests of the principal.  In the 
organizational context, the model is applicable to 
explain the relationship of the owners, often 
shareholders, and managers. 

To understand the questioning and provide 
subsidies to comprehend the organizational changes 
in the same 1990s and 80s, I refer to two sets of 
formulations. 

The first is related to the rise and consolidation 
of financial logic in the management of the large 
American companies.  To this end, I use Fligstein’s 
studies, especially those related to changes in the 
forms of control of American corporations during the 
20th century.  According to the author, during the 
post war period the dominant conception about 
business management concentrated its attention on 
increasing sales through the use of marketing, 
expansion to other countries and product 
diversification.  Nevertheless, beginning in the 
1970s, the financial concepts of business control 
began to gain strength in business and management.  
It understood the corporation as a collection of assets 
that could and should be manipulated to increase 
profit in the short term.  Using the tools of financial 
analysis, it should evaluate the laws of products and 
divisions, and abandon assets that did not produce 
according to the expectations for profit. 

According to Fligstein, various conditions 
contributed to the dissemination and implementation 
of this conception: i) the search for new business 
opportunities through product diversification made 
managers give greater attention to new lines and 
leave aside the more established; ii) a second 
conditions was related to the organizational 
structure, which permitted that the holding be 
controlled from a main office.  When investing in a 
little known branch, financial analysis was used to 
support the control of the other company; iii) the 
decision to grow through mergers, and not by 
internal expansion, found support in the rate of 
expansion and heavy capitalization of companies in 
the post war period.  This argument was reinforced 
by the anti-trust policy of the American federal 

government, which influenced the kinds of post- war 
mergers, mainly by vetoing those that tended to 
increase industrial concentration.  Thus, in the 1970s, 
diversified mergers were legal and horizontal and 
vertical mergers problematic. 

Another difference it that the earlier conception 
tied to marketing, linked corporate growth to 
increased sales, while the financial vision seeks 
increased company profit by rigorously 
accompanying the contribution of each product line.  
The main office invested in divisions that showed 
greater potential and retired funding from those that 
showed problems or were linked to slow growth 
markets.  It acted like a bank that treated its divisions 
as loan borrowers.  Mergers represented the 
management strategy adopted, since buying a 
company that could give the expected return was 
considered more interesting than creating new 
internal divisions in those which already existed. 

A complementary factor to aid in understanding 
the changes in businesses at the end of the 20th 
century and the dissemination of financial logic is 
the issue of the rise and fortification of institutional 
investors beginning in the 1970s.  During the 1980s, 
the debate about property and business 
administration gained an agent: the institutional 
investors.  The transfer of stocks of individual 
owners to institutions, such as pension and 
investment funds and insurance companies, made the 
takeover process possible; in other words, taking 
over the boards of companies where these investors 
held shares, resulted in new outlines that redirected 
the questioning of the function and the importance of 
managers in the companies.  Institutional investors 
expanded their portion of company shares – in 1965 
shares held by individual owners represented 84 
percent of the total company shares and institutional 
investors held only 16 percent.  In 1990, the 
percentage of individual investors had fallen to 54 
percent and the institutional portion rose to 46 
percent.  

During the 1950s, the majority of company 
shares were in the hands of individual investors.  The 
era of orphans and widows was a time when a large 
number of small shareholders finances companies 
with the aim of preserving their savings for the 
future through the dividends they received.  In 1950, 
this type of investor owned 90 percent of American 
company shares. 

Beginning in the 1970s, the picture began to 
change as a result of the fortification of institutional 
investors.  According to Lazonick & O’Sullivan, 
during the 1950s and 60s there were a number of 
restrictions on insurance companies and pension 
funds putting company stocks in their portfolios, 
while the funds and investments still occupied a 
small place in the stock market.  However, in the 
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1970s, changes would support the activities of 
institutional investors.  The first change was related 
to legislative changes, which permitted the pension 
funds and insurance companies to invest 
considerable parts of their portfolios in company 
stocks.  This positioning by these investors was 
heavily influenced by a period of inflation, which led 
the funds to seek new form of profits to compensate 
their investors.  Another change during the period 
was an end to the differentiation of investment 
opportunities between commercial and savings 
banks, which made long term investors seek out 
income compatible with other more profitable 
financial applications, such as short term operations.  

In the 1980s institutional investors had a more 
active position in company management, even 
though in many cases subordinate to management 
interests.  But little by little the pressure grew for 
changes that would provide greater control over the 
companies and greater return to investors.  
“Shareholders’ rights” became were more in 
evidence and the dispute between investors and 
corporate managers heated up. 

The activity of institutional investors also found 
support in the growing movement toward mergers 
and acquisitions.  In a certain way, the two processes 
fed each other - on the one hand, the dissemination 
of corporate practices associated with financial logic; 
on the other, the taking of positions and the first 
moves by institutional investors toward takeovers.  
The values negotiated in the merger and 
incorporation processes grew from 44.3 billion in 
1980 to 226 billion by 1988.  For Fligstein & 
Markowitz, more modern anti-trust policies and the 
tax cuts of the Reagan era provided incentives and 
money that served to support the growth of mergers 
and incorporations during the period. 

Nevertheless, the power of the owners versus 
managers emerged most significantly in the 
transformation of the companies into open capital 
ventures.  This occurred by means of buy offs of 
majority blocks of company shares and as a result 
control of the company.  The buyer came to be the 
new company owner.  At first, the process was 
concentrated in the small and middle size firms with 
transactions involving values of 281 million in 1986 
and 469 million by 1987, which reached an almost 
insignificant part of the 500 largest American 
companies. 

Yet, the 38 billion dollar buyoff of Borg Warner 
and the 5.4 billion buyoff of the Beatrice Companies 
began to indicate that institutional investor activity 
had entered a new stage in the dispute for control of 
the large companies.  Their moves became more 
incisive, going beyond joint arrangements, such as 
those with company executives for hostile 
takeovers/buyoffs, that, the takeover of businesses 

and their assets by groups of investors through 
arrangements that allowed controlling the shares.  Of 
the 500 largest industrial companies listed in Fortune 
in 1980, 143 had been targets of takeovers or buyoffs 
by the end of the decade and a third of the open 
capital companies ceased to exist as such.  

As a reference on the size that institutional 
investors reached during the decade, take the pension 
funds that held more than 500 billion dollars in 
company assets and had 2.226 trillion dollars on 
deposit.  The value of institutional investors’ stocks 
on the New York exchange rose from 31 billion in 
1955 to 440 billion in 1980.  If in 1995, they had 
represented 15 percent of the total stock value, by 
1980 they represented 35 percent.  They also became 
the largest force in the stock market during the 
1980s.  In 1965, just three percent of stocks 
negotiated were exchanged in blocks of 10,000 or 
more; by the middle of the 1980s this value was over 
50 percent.  Many companies also had the majority 
of their shares in the hands of these institutions, for 
example, institutional investors held 52 percent of 
General Electric, 59 percent of Johnson & Johnson, 
83 percent of Intel, 53 percent of Ford and in 1990, 
they achieved 50 percent of the ranking of the 1000 
largest American companies. 

In the 1980s institutional investors gained 
notice and accumulated a significant part of the 
stocks of the large American companies; in the 
1990s this entire arsenal was used in the dispute with 
managers over control of the corporations.  Pressure 
by the new owners of the companies had 
consequences for organizational design and the 
composition of power in the companies. 

Changes in the composition of forces within the 
companies took place on two fronts. First, measures 
to knock down barriers that could prevent them from 
exercising influence over the directions of the firms, 
favored the boards of directors or made it more 
difficult for investors to takeover companies by 
means of stockholder arrangements (takeovers).  As 
an example, there was the growing use of Poison 
Pills as an instrument for managing the companies.  
According to this mechanism, when the board of 
directors refused an offer to of change in control of 
the firm but the proponent acquired it anyway, by 
means of stock purchases, the stockholders right to 
purchase stocks at a discount from the company or 
from the agent who had acquired control over the 
stocks was guaranteed, thus discouraging possible 
attempts.  On another front, this took place by 
expanding the power of institutional investors on the 
boards of directors, as with the creation of upper 
management positions for the purpose of monitoring 
the actions of company executives and attending to 
the specific interests of institutional investors. 
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In company reorganizations, when investors 
assumed control of the business, they emphasized the 
decentralization of responsibility for administration 
and results.  Departments were to be viewed as 
autonomous businesses and be evaluated by the 
financial results they obtained compared to other 
investment opportunities.  In this sense, they used the 
“agency” of the business, seeking to minimize 
possible detours of interests originating at various 
levels of management.   As a result, there was the 
search for the “Core Business” of the company 
where the return on stockholders’ investments had 
the greatest chance of being maximized.  In many 
cases, there was also a reduction in the large 
contingents of employees, which was viewed as a 
way of reducing costs and consequently increase the  
return on investments in a given company or unit.  
As discussed by Useem, firings were more related to 
an attempt by managers to show that they were 
generating the expected profits, than to a direct 
imposition by investors. 

The processes of mergers and incorporations in 
the American companies intensified during the 
1990s, rising from 2,793 operations in 1993 to 3,478 
in 1995.  Financial volume increased from 277 
billion in 1993 to 660 billion in 1996.  Among 
transactions during the decade it is possible to point 
to some that are among the largest mergers and 
acquisitions in the world - for example, between 
Exxon and Mobil of US$ 86.3 billions in 1998; the 
Travelers Group and Citibank (US$ 72 billion) and 
between AT&T and TeleCom (US$ 70 billion)31 

                                                 
31 To understand Brazilian organizational dynamics in recent 
decades, it is necessary to refer to the privatization processes, 
especially the events of the 1990s.  The transfer of large state 
companies to the private sector was an important factor for change 
in the organizational arrangements of the period, as much due to 
the process of mergers and incorporations related to privatization, 
as to the rise and strengthening of agents such as pension funds 
and banks, as well as the growing presence of institutional 
investors. .  
In the 1990s, privatizations generated approximately US$ 85 
billion in income and the transfer of US$ 18 billion of public debt 
to the private sector.  These amounts make Brazilian privatization 
one of the largest in the world.  For example, up to 1997, the total 
income from privatizations in all the countries in the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) had totalled 
US$ 153.5 billion, thus the Brazilian portion represents 45.8% of 
the world total.  Up to 1986, the public service sectors in Brazil 
had been managed almost entirely by the State.  At the end of the 
1990s, private investors controlled the telecommunications and 
railroad sectors, one of the largest ports in the country, some of its 
major highways, two-third of electric energy distribution and a 
large part of electricity generation. 
Privatizations also decisively influenced the move toward mergers 
and incorporations that Brazilian companies underwent in the 
1990s.  This took place, first, through the transfer of the steel and 
petrochemical industries to the private sector at the beginning of 
the decade.  Later, with the privatization of public services, the 
move to mergers and incorporations took on a new dynamic in the 
number of transactions as well as in the stock compositions of the 
companies, with the growing entry of foreign investors.  

The dissemination of management packets, the 
business press and the activities of organizational 
consultants. 

In the 1980s, changes in the financial markets 
and uncertainty over the economic course led to a 
change in the profile of the business press.  
Journalism began to focus on news about the 
functioning of prices, services and variations in the 
markets, leaving aside grand economic theories to 
focus on the economic health of their readers and the 
leading companies.  Through business and company 

                                                                         
The privatization process also brought new elements for 
understanding the forms of stock control of Brazilian companies 
by means of the growing presence of pension funds, banks, which 
included the financial institutions, investment funds and 
investment banks and the holding of stock by company 
employees.  For example in the petrochemical sector, where 
pension funds represented 11.2% banks 24.2% and employees 
7.4%; in the steel sector 30.3% banks, 24.9% pension funds and 
13.2% employees.  Siffert Fiho & Souza e Silva state, based on 
the above information, that the Brazilian case “among the most 
striking characteristics of the change process in businesses in the 
1990s, two aspects can be stressed: the expansion of the societary 
control standard as a basis for sharing control among national and 
foreign partners, and the formation of strategic alliances among 
national and international groups”. 
During the period there was an expansion of shared control of the 
large Brazilian corporations, growing from five to 23 companies 
among the 100 largest companies in the 1990s.  Under this form of 
control, no partner in isolation is a majority partner and company 
management necessarily depends on nag agreement among the 
controlling partners.  
For Siffert Filho & Souza e Silva the privatized companies in the 
large majority came under shared control with the presence of 
pension funds, national companies and foreign investors.  
Participation in this type of control among the 100 largest 
companies reached 18 % in 1998.  This stock control arrangement 
represented a new form of associative control for the group of the 
largest Brazilian companies and occurred as a result of 
privatization.  According to their formulations, “There is above all 
a profound reconfiguration of the main actors and ways of acting.  
The exit of the State from important sectors of the productive 
apparatus, as exemplified in the steel, petrochemical, railroad, 
energy, etc. sectors resulted in a redesign of the classic tripod that 
had sustained national development until the 1980s, i.e., national 
private capital, foreign capital and state capital.  By retiring this, 
the first two rearticulated.  In this sense, the privatization process 
was the starting point for moves to restructure societal and 
productive restructuring in various sectors”. 
Mello seems to provides us with  important clues to understanding 
these changes in forms of stock control with the privatizations in 
pointing out that Brazilian legislation permits a division of one-
third/two-thirds among shares with and without the right to vote.  
However, not to stimulate the presence of small shareholders, but 
to assure that control be guaranteed with the ownership of just 
one-sixth of the capital.  Nevertheless, this characteristic of 
control with limited stock participation stimulated the creation of 
joint ventures, mergers and acquisitions facilitates the creation of 
the large holding companies and strengthens the position of 
institutional investors in privatizations.  This seems evident when 
observing that 50% of the companies with shared control have 
foreign shareholders with significant participation.  It is also worth 
stressing that the growth of the participation of foreign groups 
among the largest companies took place most often through 
mergers and acquisitions and by their presence in various 
consortia, whether in the areas of energy or telecommunications.  
 



Corporate Ownership & Control / Volume 4, Issue 1, Fall 2006 (continued) 

 
 

 
 

221

news, the business magazines and journals began to 
reference “successful” experiences that were passed 
on to readers as information on which they could 
base their daily decision making and use as a source 
of reference for the progress of the companies. 

During this decade the market for economic 
news grew considerably in the United States. With 
the increase in dissemination of economic news,  
various individuals appeared who sought to guide the 
managers/readers about changes in the economy and 
its influences on companies - the so-called “gurus”.  
These acted in specific areas of the companies, 
presenting them and disseminated a number of 
management ideas, presenting them as the best form 
for resolving the crisis that the companies were 
facing. According Huczynski32, during the 1980s, the 
sales of interpretations of economic news, mainly 
through “management packets”, surpassed by far the 
market for matters that traditionally led the sales of 
publications, such as sex, diets, news about TV and 
movie personalities and sports.  Names and works 
such as A. Morita/Made in Japan, L. Iacocca/ 
Iacocca: An Autobiography, P. Crosby/Quality is 
Free, Porter, M. /Competitive Strategy and Kanter.R. 
/The Change Masters33, among others, were 
highlighted in the American publishing world and 
became bestsellers.  For example, Iacocca’s book 
sold 1,510,000 copies, becoming the leading 
bestseller in the American market in 1985. 

The noticeable presence of gurus in American 
economic journalism of the 1980s had considerable 
influence on making way for consultants and the 
dissemination of their views.  Dissemination 
achieved by the gurus became on important source of 
the homogenization of ideas in the management 
world, by a process in which organization managers 
saw in the managerial packets, references for their 
decisions in the face of the uncertain situation 
created by the economic crisis and the changes in the 
environments were they acted34.  Thus, in this part I 
will discuss consultant activities in the market of 
selling “managerial innovations” and the process of 
legitimization developed between the business press 
and consulting firms.  The press was avid for 

                                                 
32 HUCZYNSKI, Andrjet.: Management Gurus. What makes them 
and how to become one.  Ed. Routledge. Chapman and Hall, Inc. 
New  York,  NY,1993. 
33 KANTER, Rosabeth M. The Change Masters: Innovation and 
Entrepreneurship in the American Corporation. New York Simon 
& Schuster, 1985; CROSBY, P. Quality Is Free: The Art of 
Making Quality Certain .New York. McGraw-Hill Professional 
Publishing, 1979; PORTER, M. Competitive Strategy. New York. 
Free Press,1980. 
34 In the next section of the chapter, I will discuss how managers 
utilized managerial packages proposed by consultants, using 
concepts and reflections from neo-institutional analysis, especially 
issues related to isomorphism among organizations.  
 

referential agenda items and sources, as were the 
consultants for dissemination and legitimacy in the 
management and business press. 

For Huczynski, there were two basic type of 
management gurus: i) The “manager heroes”, a type 
which by employing the business and management 
experiences they developed at the companies where 
they had worked, indicated ways for managers to act 
in the face of the need for organizational changes 
existing at the time.  As references: A. Morite/Made 
in Japan, L. Iacocca/Iacocca: An Autobiography; ii) 
the academic gurus, who occupied prominent 
positions in educational institutions, having 
developed and popularized their ideas regarding 
some aspect of business administration.  As 
references we can cite Porter, M. / Competitive 
Advantage and Kanter.R. / The Change Masters, 
both authors are members of the Harvard Business 
School; iii) famous consultants who offer and 
contextualize changes in business management 
forms for managers, utilizing the experience they 
have acquired in consulting for numerous 
companies.  Peter Drucker/The Practice of 
Management appears as the most widely used 
reference, and more recently, there are those related 
to the quality issue.  For example, P. Crosby’s 
Quality is Free. 

To understand the interrelationship among 
gurus, consultants and the business press, one needs 
to remember, as discussed in the first chapter of this 
work, the issue of the dynamic of the consulting 
market beginning in the 1980s.  Dissemination based 
on articles in well known management magazines, in 
the publication of a book as flagship for ideas which 
later transform the author into a guru and bestseller, 
had elements that joined with the increasing activity 
of new agents such as the business school professors 
in the consulting sector, by means of small scale and 
specialized consulting firms.  These companies saw 
in the success and dissemination achieved by their 
gurus, an opportunity to reach the restricted and 
growing world of consulting firms dominated by the 
accounting firms and strategy companies.  As an 
example of this type of consulting firm, Monitor can 
be mentioned.  This was a consulting firm led by the 
success of Michael Porter and his bestseller, 
Competitive Strategy35. 

But the most emblematic example of the 
relationship of the business press and consulting 
firms is the dissemination of the process of 
organizational redesign, associated with 
reengineering.  At the beginning of the 1990s, James 
Champy and Michael Hammer, considered to be the 
fathers of reengineering, leapt into position as the 
first team of international management gurus. CSC 

                                                 
35 PORTER, Michael. Competitive Strategy. Free Press.1980. 
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Consulting, which had James Champy as a founder, 
gained prominence and importance in the consulting 
market.  Reengineering the Corporation, launched in 
1993, was one of the main pillars of the success of 
this rise.   The book reached the mark of 17 million 
books sold worldwide; in other words, reengineering, 
along with management fads, became one of the 
most influential forms of management in recent 
decades.  

But it was not just with the success of 
reengineering that the trajectory of CSC Consulting 
provided elements that help understand the inter 
relationship between consulting firms and the 
business press.  In 1994, its vice-president Fred 
Wiersema, together with a former professor at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Management, Michael 
Tracy, launched the book, The Discipline of Market 
Leaders36.  The publication took off and appeared on 
the New York Times bestseller list for fifteen weeks, 
reaching fifth place among bestsellers.  In July, it 
was Business Week’s first place seller 37. 

The circuit appears to be functioning again.  
CSC, which owed must to its visibility in the 
reengineering market, had hit the mark again.  It 
opened its doors to new clients and entered the 
market for speeches and conferences.  To hear 
Wiersema personally expound the ideas in his book, 
one needed to pay 20,000 dollars38.  However, a 
report in Business Week would change the scenario.  
According to the magazine, CSC spent 250,000 
dollars to buy 10,000 copies of the book.  Sales were 
also inflated by CSC Consulting clients’ purchase of 
from 30 to 40,000 books, pushing the book up on the 
list of bestsellers.  So that the New York Times would 
not detect the mass sales, purchases were made at 
bookstores dispersed throughout the country. 

Yet, it was not just candidates for higher flights 
who centralized the relationship between the 
business press and the consulting sector.  In the 
course of the decade, the leading companies also 
came to see, a dissemination strategy for their 
products and a new arena for engagement in the 
dissemination achieved through the bestsellers.  
Gemini Consulting admitted to having bought 5,000 
copies of the book, Transforming the Organization, 
by its consultants Francis Guillart and James Kelly.  
From 1980 to 1995, Mckinsey published 54 books, 
against just two in the previous twenty years. 

Management practices, organizational dynamics 
and the dissemination of business solutions. 

To understand how news of business “success” 
and the activities of management gurus influenced 

                                                 
36 WIERSEMA Fred., TRACY, Michael. The Discipline of Market 
Leaders. New York: Addison-Weslwy,1995 
37 In: THE ECONOMIST, August 5, 1995. p. 57. 
38 He came to Brazil and gave a three page interview to the 
magazine Exame. In: REVISTA EXAME, August, 30, 1995. 

the way managers and organizations behave, we will 
focus first on the content of the work of business 
managers and executives.  Through this, one tries to 
see how certain characteristics in the management 
process lead the occupants of management positions 
to see “management innovations” as references for 
their decisions in the face of uncertain situations and 
changes in the conditions under which they operate. 

To reach this objective, I use the ideas of 
Herbert A. Simon as a main theoretical source39.  
Among the several themes he treats, one that more 
directly interests us here is that his research on the 
reasoning of bureaucracies, and especially the way 
managers take decisions.  Simon presents ideas that 
are in opposition to those of scientific administration 
and the neoclassical economists.  Both think of the 
search to maximize financial profits as the basis for 
organizational reasoning.  Therefore, organizational 
decisions were seen as “rational choices” that took 
into consideration the totality of the universe of 
possibilities and were directed toward the “best way” 
to aim for maximum financial gain.  In Simon’s 
formulations, these propositions are questioned, 
because as he understands it, they led to an 
omniscient rationality, since the decisions were 
based on totally consistent information, complete 
knowledge of the alternatives and the absolute ability 
to predict consequences, that is “qualities that were 
usually attributed to God”40  

For Simon, the process of decision making has 
limitations on both knowledge and ability, that is, the 
goals are numerous, uncertain and often 
contradictory; knowledge about alternatives is 
fragmented, requires a high cost for its acquisition 
and is rarely sufficient to predict consequences.  
Thus, due to these limitations, people in the 
bureaucracy adopt simplifications, i.e. they rarely 
manage to develop an optimum way to attend to the 
diverse demands of decision making.  Instead, they 
seek in the available alternatives an answer that will 
guarantee a result as close as possible to the desired 
goal, within the necessary timeframe: “if we look for 
a needle in a haystack we aren’t looking for one, but 
just the one that is visible enough for us to find it”41 

According to Simon, managers work in the 
present and to wait to determine the “best solution” 
for whichever of their problems would mean risking 
losing the majority of opportunities, which would 
lead to “guaranteed failure”.  This happens because 
under certain circumstances, the costs and time to 

                                                 
39 SIMON, Hebert. A. “On the Concept of organizational goal”, 
Administrative  
Science Quarterly, 1962, p. 1-21. 
40 Cited in: WARING, Stephen P.: Taylorism transformed: 
scientific management theory since 1945. The University of North 
Carolina Press.1991. p. 54 
41 Ibid. 
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acquire information necessary to find the “best 
solution” would make their decisions of little use.  

Management decisions, which usually have 
their comprehension wrapped in an aura of 
professionalism and irrefutable choices take on 
another perspective with Simon’s ideas.  Decisions 
come to be understood within the context of limited 
reasoning.  The acquisition and utilization of 
information that is necessary for their execution 
present different degrees of difficulty and cost for 
their acquisition, generating limits that restrict and 
direct the universe of possible choices.  One nuance 
that complements Simon’s ideas is the explanation of 
institutional organizational theory42.  Such an 
explanation reaffirms the existence of “limited 
reasoning” in the management decision making 
process, but does not appear just as a result of the 
limits of sources and simplified strategies, but as a 
restriction imposed by the “cultural lens” through 
which individuals interpret the events that surround 
them43.  As an example, we have the different 
interpretations associated with Quality Control 
Circles.  For the sectors linked to production, the 
CCQs commonly appear as a “technique” to resolve 
everyday problems on the factory floor.  In sectors 
linked to Human Resources, the interpretation is 
most often that they are an instrument to “motivate” 
the labor force. 

In the face of restrictions on acquiring 
information, the search for simplifications that make 
“on time” solutions possible for daily problems, 
makes the sources on which they are based take on 
importance, since they have influence on the possible 
repertory of alternatives utilized at the time of 
decision making.  As Simon cites, the managers 
make use of the example of “successful” companies 
as a reference for their actions in an attempt to obtain 
observable data and operational goals and mainly to 
guarantee institutional support for their decisions.  

As technical support for understanding how the 
process by which “success stories” are appropriated 
and reiterated in the day to day to provide legitimacy 
for management decisions, we will use the concept 
of isomorphism, which can be understood as the 
process that compels a certain unit of the population 

                                                 
42 POWELL, Walter, W. & DIMAGGIO, Paul. J.: "The iron cage 
revisited: institutional isomorphism and collective rationality”. 
In: organizational fields". In:     (Eds.): The New-Institutionalism 
in Organizational Analysis. University of Chicago Press, 1991.  
43 The issue of the rational limits of reasoning that appears in 
Simon’s work as well as in neo-institutional organizational 
analysis, remains in open discussion.  It is possible to find in 
Simon’s work, his statement of the implications for the 
construction of the limits of rationality, and later in the neo-
institutionalist focus an emphasis on mechanisms that construct 
the “lens” through which agents interpret the world.   
 

to mirror itself in another, in the attempt to obtain 
references for its actions.  

Within organizations, isomorphism works as a 
process of the homogenization of ideas.  It exists in 
two forms:  competitive and institutional.  The 
competitive form is related to the organization’s 
system of reasoning and to the emphasis it places on 
achieving certain markets.  In the institutional case, it 
arises due to the fact that organizations are not 
competing just for resources and markets, but for 
political power and institutional legitimacy, which 
provides them with social and economic benefits.  
For example, the adoption of the Japanese 
management programs arose as an isomorphism of 
competition due to is nature of rationalizing 
productive processes, and the institutional rose due 
to legitimacy it conferred on companies that have 
some kind of experience referenced in the success of 
Japanese industry. 

For Powell & DiMaggio, there are three ways in 
which the process can happen – coercive, where the 
power of direct influence of an organization on the 
other would be utilized to homogenize ideas; 
normative, where this process takes place due to the 
power of the reigning norms which provide the 
outlines of acceptability for a certain organization, 
and mimetic where isomorphism results from 
standardized response to uncertain situations.  The 
three forms are presented in the following. 

Coercive isomorphism results in formal and 
informal pressure exercised upon an organization by 
other organizations, where the former depends, i.e. is 
in a subservient relationship to the latter.  Pressure is 
brought to bear by forces, such as persuasion or 
requests to adopt a certain posture. In some 
circumstances, organizational change is a direct 
response to governmental orders.  An example is the 
installation of catalyzers on automobiles to conform 
to the prevailing legislation.  As examples, we can 
cite the imposition of the adoption of the ISO 9000 
norms on the suppliers by the large automobile 
companies, or the change in the manner of 
measuring company performance due to the growing 
influence of financial logic with the adoption of 
indices such as the EVA (Economic Value Added) 
and the MVA (Market Value Added), which caused 
them to change their organizations. 

A second source of isomorphism for 
organizations is the primary professional norms and 
restrictions. Professionalization is understood here as 
the collective force of the members of an occupation 
to define the conditions and methods of their work, 
to control and reproduce the occupants of the 
function, to stabilize the knowledge base and the 
legitimization of their occupational autonomy. Since 
the organizations have a large number of 
professionals acting within them, they have the 
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power to transfer and homogenize ideas.  Among the 
ways that this transfer occurs are two important 
sources of isomorphism:  i) formal education and the 
legitimization of the basic knowledge, which was 
obtained by the professionals at university centers; 
and ii) the presence of professional networks that 
disseminate information among businesses.   

In the specific case of this work, we stress the 
use of these mechanisms of these mechanisms to 
disseminate proposals and use of consulting firms as 
something legitimate through:  i) books of academic 
origin, principally due to the strong association 
among business schools, management gurus and 
consulting firms that serve as “models” for people 
and organization and ii) courses and seminars 
promoted by academics, usually from business 
schools, and the consulting firms that introduce the 
“new” management techniques to the management 
group and which include the “up to date” forms of 
management, legitimizing them and creating a circuit 
of personal relationships whose norms are accepted 
in the management world. 

We use mimetic isomorphism to understand the 
appropriation of organizational “innovations” by 
various business agents and managers as instruments 
for altering the institution to which these sectors are 
linked.  According to March and Olsen 44, when the 
goals are ambiguous and the environment creates 
practical uncertainties, the organization models itself 
according to the example of other organizations.  
Mimeticism functions as a response to uncertain 
situations, the models can be disseminated by 
organizations such as consulting firms and industrial 
associations, or indirectly in the case of transferring 
employees from one company to another. 

 According to COLE, At the beginning of the 
1980s, when American corporations returned to 
understand and implement their perceptions of the 
Japanese models to increase productivity and the 
relationships of people inside the company.  The 
rapid proliferation of quality programs in American 
firms is strongly related to the dissemination of the 
success of the Japanese model.  This process 
presents aspects of legitimization, since the 
companies that adopt these “innovations” to 
guarantee their legitimacy, display the best candidate 
for jobs, possible financers or buyers who follow 
what is most “modern” in the business world, which 
facilitates obtaining credit in the financial markets 

                                                 
44 MARCH, James G., OLSEN, Johan P. Ambiguity and choice in 
organizations. Bergen:Universitetsforlaget. 1976. Cited in. "The 
iron cage revisited: institutional isomorphism and collective 
rationality in organizational fields”. p. 69. In: POWELL, Walter 
W. & DIMAGGIO, Paul J. (Eds.): The New-Institutionalism in 
Organizational Analysis. University of Chicago Press, 1991. 

and increases their ability to compete for bids to 
supply large companies or the foreign market45. 

  
New ways of thinking about business, the 
managers’ role and the activity of 
consulting firms.  

 
In analyzing the organizational dynamic of the 
period, at first glance it is possible to establish 
connections that make it possible to understand the 
growth of the consulting sector.  The process of 
reorganization associated with the new 
configurations of company control emblematically 
represented by mergers and acquisitions, opened up 
lots of room for consulting firm activity.  I have 
interpretations from the first mapping of the 
Brazilian consulting space developed in my doctoral 
work to support the discussion on the dynamics of 
the consulting space as well as to analyze the clashes 
between managers and consultants  

To aid in understanding how the relationship 
between consulting firms and businesses takes place 
it is necessary to focus on the consultants’ functions.  
As a starting point, I refer to Coget (1999) theoretical 
formulations, according to which consulting firms’ 
activities are concentrated in three areas.  The first is 
linked to the use of consultants in arbitrating internal 

                                                 
45 On the issue of dissemination mechanisms and the utilization of 
Japanese proposals see: ZILBOVICIUS, Mauro. Modelos de 
produção, produção de Modelos: gênese, lógica e difusão do 
modelo japonês. São Paulo: FAPESP: Annablume, 1999. 
To understand how businesses that adopted management 
techniques promoted as “modern” are associated to the best there 
is in the market, take the declaration of Antônio Maciel, joint 
Secretary of the Economy of the federal government in 1991, 
clarifying the criteria the National Development Bank (BNDES) 
or the Banco do Brasil use to approve financing: “Our resources 
cover the applications that don’t arrive”, however, “it all becomes 
much easier if the chapter on quality is highlighted in the project”.  
“If a businessperson comes into a bank and asks for money 
exclusively to finance the expansion of his or her company, it is 
probable that he or she will receive nothing, but if the applicant 
speaks of modernizing the company, the money will be granted 
without any great difficulties”.  In Revista Exame, September 4, 
1991.p.75. 
In the Brazilian case, mimeticism occurred principally due to the 
utilization of American businesses, texts from the US business 
press and US consulting firms as a reference for national 
organizations.  For example, the quality ideas associated to the 
success of Japanese companies, became present in the Brazilian 
business discourse serving as references for changes in national 
companies, as well as in the union environment, since for all the 
questioning of the means of implementing “quality”, the unionists 
themselves used it to formulate and legitimize the instruments 
they would use to oppose company strategies.  It is worth stressing 
that the “new form of management” in case it were to be 
implemented, is not in any way the model that was disseminated, 
but is an amalgam that arose in the interaction of the various 
sectors involved.  Nevertheless, this solution arose as something 
more “modern” than the former organizational arrangements, and 
this had the institutional support of the example of “successful” 
activities which had been disseminated earlier 
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and external company disputes to provide legitimacy 
for company actions.  The second function is related 
to the capacity to produce and disseminate concepts 
about the business world.  As a last characteristic, 
consultants are used in the implementation of 
organizational changes. 

With regard to external arbitration, clashes 
among the new company “owners” provide a broad 
field for the use of consulting firms as a legitimate 
means to analyze the financial performance of 
companies.  As an example there is the way the sale 
of state enterprises is structured.  Consultants 
evaluate the companies, point out their problems and 
suggest buyers.  In internal disputes it has become 
common to use consulting firms as weapons in the 
dispute to validate the performance of a certain unit 
or department in the face of other sectors of the 
company, principally with the growing focus on the 
“core processes” and the consequent sale or 
deactivation of unprofitable areas. 

The issue of using the ideas coming from 
consulting firms, as well as consultants themselves in 
implementing organizational changes is at the heart 
of the restructurings.  Managers seek to improve the 
performance of their units in an attempt to achieve 
the expected economic performance.  In this way, 
they seek solutions that can help them with this 
objective.  It is worth underlining that the search to 
legitimize actions and the implementation of 
organizational changes are intimately related, since 
the justification for the choices in many cases lends 
support to their implementation.  
 

Chart 2. The forms of consultant activity in the 
process of organizational change 

 
External  
Arbitration 

* Evaluate companies, point out their problems and 
suggest buyers in merger and privatization processes 
* Validate the performance of a given unit or 
department 

Disseminate/ 
generate 
managerial  
concepts 

* Growing literature/gurus on company 
management  
* Managers search for legitimacy and references 
when faced with changes in the companies 

Activities in 
the companies 

* Organizational redesign based on “Core 
Business”: Reengineering and Downsizing  

 
The transformations that are underway in the 

organizations have subtle foundations that go beyond 
the explanations provided about change processes 
most commonly disseminated in organizational 
analysis.  Thus, I refer to two theoretical 
formulations in an attempt to deepen the analysis of 
the growth of space for consulting activities. 

First, I refer to Orlean’s concept about how the 
power of financial logic works.  His formulations 
emphasize that the central point of financial logic, 
investment liquidity, is based on a system of 
opinions supported by a rational mechanism, i.e. the 
expectations of profit on given investment depends 

on a number of evaluations that are self referenced 
and that make sense only based on that point of 
view.   

This theoretical construction contributes 
importantly to this work.  First due to issues related 
to the need for transparency in the codification of 
economic information as essential instruments of 
power and the influence of financial logic in the 
companies, i.e. the ability to evaluate company 
performance and arbitrate among them.  In this 
sense, it is worth recalling that the formation and 
development of the consulting sector was largely 
founded in reports on the financial health of 
businesses, such as the emblematic Survey’s Bank.  
The issue also refers us to the theoretical contents 
formulated by Fligstein (1990) about the process of 
constructing financial logic, i.e. the companies had 
recourse to financial analysis as a way of 
accompanying and evaluating the performance of 
acquisitions in sectors with which they had little 
familiarity.  This characteristic is also present and 
intrinsic to the institutional investors. 

As another support for the analysis developed 
here I refer to Douglas’ work, especially his 
formulations about the systems of cultural 
classification by means of which agents give 
meaning and format to their actions. 

As discussed by Useen (1993), with the 
growing influence of institutional investors the 
content of work attributed to managers at the 
different levels of the company changed.  The 
managerial format that had based its activities in 
rigorously fulfilling tasks and viewed a career as a 
series of positions to be occupied at different levels 
of the hierarchy came into question.  The forms of 
power resulting from the bureaucratic 
hierarchalization began to suffer serious damage.  
With the firing of a considerable part of the 
management ranks, the need to think about the 
company in short term financial terms began to 
undermine the scheme of distribution of power over 
the course of the recent decades of the managerial 
revolution. 

Many works which called attention to the 
process of managers losing power and having their 
relationship to the company transformed into solely 
financial bases appeared in the management 
literature of the period.  For example: Le manager 
jetable; and L’entrepise barbare.  In analyzing the 
contents of managerial work disseminated by the 
magazine Exame during the decade, there are 
examples such as: (The Executive is the business); 
(Be Your Own Head Hunter); and (Negotiating on 
your behalf is not Wrong); and with regard to 
organizational structures: (They Don’’t Make 
Pyramids Like They Used To) ; (The Hierarchy 
Trembles) and (Shortage of Space on Mt. Olympus); 
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and summarizing both themes: (Get Ready, 
Here Comes the Occasional Executive). 

From the point of view of Douglas’ (1996) 
formulations, it is possible to weave some 
considerations that help us to understand the 
changes.  It seems to be possible to visualize a 
process of cultural war where the financial vision 
of the company is located in the Active 
Individualism quadrant, where its representatives 
seek to maximize their investments in the short 
term and to design organizational control by this 
means.  At the other pole are found the managers 
whose expectations are developed according to 
the rational scheme formed in the bureaucracy, 
i.e. in a strong hierarchy. 

The confrontation format takes on 
importance to explain this work since in 
interviewing consultants, a common point in 
their understanding was their distinction from 
the managerial world, almost always represented 
as bureaucrats or “those who grew fat in the 
company”.  It is worth stressing that the process 
of hierarchalization and classification proper to 
the structuring of the field takes place not just in 
combative discourse, but was also internalized 
within the organization.  The matrix format for 
the work of the large consultancies is 
representative, as are the “projects” of academic 
consultants, in the face of the always mentioned 
organizational pyramid of the companies. 

Another issue to highlight in understanding 
the conflict is the career ladder of the consultant 
in the large consulting firms.  The ideas 
associated with Up or Out is central, that is, a 
combination of a strong funneling of promotion 
opportunities, allied to the practice of firing or 
near voluntary retirement of those who overstay 
a determined time period in the companies, 
usually from three to five years. Such a 
mechanism and the forms of socialization 
associated with it produce a repertory of 
understandings about the possible organizational 
arrangements mesh with the forms of promotion 
and career at industrial companies, normally 
structured based on the different management 
levels giving origin to the forms of power 
distribution through strong hierarchy.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What is interesting is that the polarization 
takes place, with different outlines and degrees 
of sophistication of argument even among the 
individual consultants, as for example in 
statements of the type:  “now I don’t depend on 
anyone to advance” and “ the company should 
give people work, not jobs”.  

Two aspects merit emphasis.  The first is 
related to the format of conflict between 
consultants and managers, which was directed to 
positioning in their respective fields, i.e. there is 
a mitigation of the differentiation between 
consultants and managers in homologous 
positions.  the relationship between the 
formulations of the consulting firms of Mckinsey 
and its clients, in large number current or former 
directors of large companies is emblematic.  The 
second has to do with the process of symbolic 
violence as discussed by Bourdieu (2000), in 
which conflicts are almost no longer mentioned 
and there is a naturalization of the dominant 
position, exemplified by the fact that managers 
see in consultants’ activities a model for conduct 
to be followed   in the face of a world “that 
prioritizes the short term and the ability to sell 
oneself every day”. 

Another important result of this work is to 
illustrate the phenomenon that Bourdieu calls 
“extending the circuits of legitimization”:  The 
various groups of actors, invested at the same 
time with the status of men of action and 
intellectuals for the new times, don’t just 
compete among themselves, but also legitimize 
themselves one to the other through the partial 
recovery of sense making constructions 
produced by the contenders, seeking to make 
them more flexible and extend them into the 
nuances most convenient for them.  To put it 
bluntly, they “are in the same boat”. For the field 
in general, the ideas disseminated by the 
business press and the consulting firms serve as 
new weapons for positioning in the face of the 
transformations in content attributed to 
managerial work and in the format of companies 
over the last twenty years. 


