Critically discuss the contribution of the work of Frederick W. Taylor to management thought and practice. Pay particular attention to how his ideas were shaped by the cultural context of his time, and to the competing interpretations of his legacy. 

Frederick W. Taylor has played a major role in the evolution of management thought and practice through the critical period of the turn of the century in industrialized America. So significant was his contribution to the systemization of management thought and practice that Geoffrey Colvin and fellow historians describeTaylor as “ the most influential business guru of the twentieth century”(Wren&Bedian,2011:154). Taylor’s fundamental concepts steamed from his determination to create a more systematic and productive work place. 
In this essay I will critically examine some of the main principles underpinning Taylorism which are; detailed task analysis to affect a more efficient task management system, the concept of making management more efficient in a scientific way rather than continuing with past traditions and thirdly the changes to performance based pay systems. 
Taylor commenced his working life during one of the most critical eras in the development of the industrailization of the United States. This was a period in history where immigration levels were high therefore creating a large diverse workforce: the diversity of skills, skill levels, language and culture presented huge challenges to the management and mobilization of this workforce. I am going to establish a link between the influences of these changing times on Taylor’s management practices. I will then review his legacy and the competing interpretations particularly with respect to how his principles have contributed to major improvements in the industrial development of the United States and much further afield and have also contributed to more recent management thoughts and practices. 
Taylor’s upbringing in a strict and controlled Quaker home had a major influence on his compulsive and highly structured approach to everything in his life. I think this was the key driver in his search to find the most efficent way to perform tasks in the workplace. When Taylor entered the workplace working practices were adhoc, disorganized and followed whatever industry practices had been established. 
Taylor took a scientific approach and analyzed the engineering and mechanics of each aspect of a role within a job. In this systematic analysis of skills and tasks Taylor separated the planning and organizing of work from its actual execution. This required management to have a more legitimate as well as an authoritative role in the workplace. Taylor based his theories on the division of work from pre industrial revolution thought leaders such as Smith and Babbage. His formula of dividing work into small component parts resulted in better management control of the pace of work and therefore ultimately reduced the cost of labor. 
This approach introduced the idea of consistent as well as systematic practices. The concept of applying work practices across different industry sectors had not been considered before. At this time the principle of soldiering applied throughout America. This meant that workers worked at a slow rate and tried to make their managers believe they were working as fast as they could (Wren & Bedeian, 2011:123), there was also of fear that if productivity increased the number of jobs would decrease. Taylor hoped that his systematic analysis of tasks could establish performance standards and show how jobs could be done more efficiently thus overcoming “soldering”. 
In the early 1900s, immigration was at its height with the resulting challenges of managing such a diverse and multicultural workforce. This presented management with major difficulties in hiring, training and supervising these multi-racial and multi-skilled workers. This demanded emphasis to be placed on the need for systematic work procedures, tools and methods.Taylors’ standardized work practices addressed many of the problems associated with a high level of immigrants within a workforce such as managing and communicating with different nationalities (Grey, 2011: 39). Taylor’s ideas on efficient task management systems were very much aligned to address the challenges of the cultural diversity of the time. 
Taylor’s second major contribution to management thought and practice was in the area of scientific management. Scientific management also known as Taylorism, was a theory based on four principles: “a science of each element of work, scientific selection and training of workers, division of labor between workers and management and co-operation between managers and workers”(Grey, 2011: 37). 
Taylorism went beyond simple time studies and standardized procedures, he brought new management techniques, giving people greater control of human and physical resources as this time demanded. As technology advanced and the scale and scope of production increased, so did the fear of a disorganized and undisciplined workforce. Scientific management provided methods to bring about the organization and disipline that was required. (Bendix, 1974:25-27) 
With increased scale and complexity the workplace was much more dangerous, accidents were commonplace. Taylor’s scientific approach in bringing standards and demanding consistent application of process provided for a much safer work environment. 
Taylor hoped, perhaps over optimistically, that scientific management would lead to a more harmonized work place founded on co-operation between workers and management. He hoped that greater productivity would lead ultimately to improved economic conditions for all and result in industrial harmony. 
However his thoughts on remuneration practices introducing the concept of “ a fair days work for a fair days pay” would actually lead eventually to more industrial harmony. At the time pay rates were arbitrary often based on attendance or job status with little or no links to effort or productivity. 
Previous attempts before Taylor to change to productivity rates had not worked as production standards were poorly managed, often when output did increase it tended to be the case that managers would then reset standards to higher levels. These productivity or so called “piece rate” systems were based on paying workers on the basis of their individual output. Taylor felt the problem with this was that performance standards on which to base these piece rates were not properly set. As an engineer Taylor felt that managers in general were not capable of the professional thought process needed to determine performance standards correctly. Taylor was of the belief that the best workers should be paid a higher wage rate to increase productivity which would in turn would reduce the unit cost of work and therefore would fund the higher wage levels (Wren & Bedeian, 2011: 128 ). 
Braverman (Braverman,1974:93) argues against Taylors’ fair days work concept, saying it was a way of exploiting workers by forcing them to unreasonable levels of work for the least amount of money. Braverman’s evaluation of Taylor’s scientific management was that it was more geared to profit seeking than being a fair way of paying workers. While Braverman’s criticized Taylor for supporting profit seeking, this era in America’s industrial development known sometimes as the “efficiency craze”, was a period of rational rhetoric of control achieved through streamlining production process, while at the same time appealing to worker’s self interest. So it can be counter argued that Taylor was responding to the needs of the time. 
In taking a critical look at Taylor’s legacy, scientific management has over the last hundred years contributed enormously to the output of goods and services in both the developing and developed world. By structuring work processes to rigorous, scientific examination, they can be structured to maximise efficiency and work roles can be designed accordingly. Output can be measured with precision and pay linked to performance and output. However later management thought theories argue that more humanist technologies of work organisation replaced Taylor’s scientific management and that infact “ Taylorism in its pure form was rarely implmented”(Bahnisch, 2000:55) 
Contrary to this there are many examples of how the application of Taylor’s scientific method has had a huge impact on increased output. For instance it was applied very successfully on soldier and military training during World War Two. Its principles were also applied to the training of an industrial workforce both in the United States and in Germany. However, the United States having used it to some extent during the First World War and more comprehensively in the Second World War certainly had the edge on German industrial output. It allowed the United States to significantly out produce the Germans and the Japanese. In the 1950s, following the American’s success, the Western World put Taylor’s scientific management into practice on a widespread basis. (Drucker, 1999) 
Scientific management remains appropriate to both the services and manufacturing industries where the work involved is predictable and repetitive and the exercise of judgement is limited. Typically such work requires relatively low skill levels and the output is easily measured. Some contemporary examples of this are call centres, the delivery of standardized government services e.g. road tax renewal and assembly line manufacturing. In all of these the output can be readily measured for example, calls answered per hour, applications processed, sales achieved or quantity produced. 
As discussed, while Frederick Taylor’s approach remains highly relevant to important segments of modern economies, it does have certain drawbacks in relation to a modern knowledge based economy. It is not relevant where activites are not prediciable or repettitive and it should be noted that as global economies become more sophisticated and knowledge based, these highly skilled activities will represent an increasingly large proportion of economic activity (Triplette and Bosworth, 2004). Therefore one could argue that Taylor’s priciples will become less relevant over time. 
However, Taylor’s principles are still hugely relevant in countries in which manual work, and especially manual work in manufacturing, is the primary growth sector of the economy, such as third world countries. These countries have very large and still increasing populations of young people who are poorly educated and mainly unskilled. The application of scientific management in these countries is having a powerful effect on their development and enabling them to catch-up with productivity in western countries. India, China and South-East Asia are prime examples. (Drucker, 1999) . 
In summary, Ferderick W. Taylor’s contribution to management thought and practices has been enormous. What started in the steel and mining industry of industrialised America has grown and spread across the world. Through the enormous changes in the areas of effective task management systems and the evolution of scientific management, Taylor has provided methods which have stood the test of time and their practice continues to support such major industrial development such as enabling many third world countries to accelerate their development to become world class competitors (Wren& Bedeian, 2011:55). The other outstanding contribution of Taylors principles in linking pay to performance in a scientific and systematic way has arguably helped to transform the structures of society by increasing the wage earning potential of large sections of the working classes in the industrialised world.

