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THE HISTORY OF THOUGHT IN 

OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT –

A EUROPEAN PERSPECTIVE

(Christer Karlsson & Pär Åhlström

All slides copyrighted, extract from a manuscript submitted for review/publication

THE AIM

· CREATE A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

· ANALYZE DRIVING AND DETERMINING FACTORS

(HEAVILY INFLUENCED BY THE AUTHORS)

THE HISTORY SEEMS TO BE SHORT

OFTEN START AROUND 1980

1980 JOURNALS

· JOURNAL OF OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT 

· INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF OPERATIONS AND PRODUCTION MANAGEMENT

FREQUENTLY HELD VIEW

STARTED WITH TAYLOR

A LONG TERM HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

WHEN DID HISTORY START? - “PUBLISH OR PERISH”
· FIRST KNOWN PRODUCTION DESCRIPTIONS  - 

BUILDING PYRAMIDS

· GREEK CONSTRUCTION 

· OLYMPIC PROJECTS (SERVICE MANAGEMENT)

· ROMAN’S PROJECTS

FUNCTIONALISM WITH A STRONG DIVISION OF WORK

THE CITY (1200’S)

· COMMERCIAL OPERATION - BANKING

· NEW APPROACHES TO SERVICE OPERATIONS

MILLS

· AN EARLY FORM OF INDUSTRIALIZATION

OLDEST COMPANY ESTABLISHED IN 1288 

MANUFACTURING (1600’S)

·  “MANUFACTURE” = WORKSHOP

· MANUFACTURING

LATIN “MANU FACERE” =  HAND MAKING

· THE CONCEPT ENABLED OUTSOURCING 

THE FIRST WIDELY SPREAD BOOK

AN INQUIRY INTO THE NATURE AND CAUSES OF THE WEALTH OF NATIONS, 1776

ADAM SMITH (SCOTTISH, 1723-1790)

· DIVISION OF LABOR AND THE FUNCTIONAL WORK ORGANIZATION

· LIKE THE ROMANS AND LATER TAYLOR

THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

IN THE UK FROM THE MID 1700S 

ANALYSIS OF

THE MANUFACTURING CONCEPT

CHARLES BABBAGE

“ON THE ECONOMY OF MACHINERY AND MANUFACTURES” 

· DETAILED NON-TECHNICAL DESCRIPTIONS

· METHODS FOR WORK STUDIES

“ON THE CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES OF LARGE FACTORIES”

THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

FROM THE MILL TO THE WORKSHOP 

A NEW FORM OF PRODUCTION MANAGEMENT

REAL DIVISION OF WORK, BUT ALSO THE DEVELOPMENT OF

· THE MACHINE OPERATOR

· THE MATERIAL HANDLER

· OTHER FUNCTIONAL SPECIALTIES 

THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION 

SPREAD OVER EUROPE (LATE 1700’S)

FROM EUROPE TO AMERICA (1800’S)

LACK OF WORKFORCE 

DEVELOPMENT OF MACHINES

OUTSOURCING TO HOME WORKERS 

LATTER PARTS OF THE 19TH CENTURY

THINKING FROM AMERICA

FOR A LONG PERIOD

ADMINISTRATIVE ORIENTATION IN EUROPE 

NO OR LITTLE INFLUENCE IN THE US

NEXT MAJOR INFLUENCE (1940’S)

AGAIN FROM THE US

STRONG QUANTITATIVE APPROACH 

A LOGISTICS PERSPECTIVE

A GRADUALLY DIVERGENT PICTURE 

· THE CYBERNETIC PERSPECTIVE

· THE WORK ORGANIZATION PERSPECTIVE

· THE INDUSTRIAL ENGINEERING PERSPECTIVE 

EARLY EUROPEAN HISTORY

 WORK ORGANIZATION AND WORKER CONDITIONS

THE SOCIOTECHNICAL SCHOOL OF THOUGHT

INFLUENCES STILL 

CONTINGENCY SCHOOL OF THOUGHT 

FOCUSING OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT 

JOAN WOODWARD, INDUSTRIAL ORGANIZATION

SOME ISSUES IN FOCUS

· SPAN OF CONTROL

· SEPARATION BETWEEN LINE AND STAFF

· ORGANIZATIONAL LEVELS

· ORGANIZATIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS

· DEFINITION OF POSITIONS

· RATIOS OF DIRECT TO INDIRECT PERSONNEL 

THE TECHNOLOGY-BASED SIDE 

GROUP TECHNOLOGY

(BURBIDGE: 1975, UK)

A WIDE RANGE BETWEEN 

THE FUNCTIONAL AND THE PRODUCT WORKSHOP 

“OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT” 

NOT UNTIL THE MID-1970’S

PUBLICATIONS IN THIS CLASSIFICATION

NOW TURN TO THE DOCUMENTS 

CLASSIFIED AS PRODUCTION AND OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT 

FROM 1980 

MODERN HISTORY; 

FROM THE BIRTH IN 1980

JOURNAL OF OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF OPERATIONS AND PRODUCTION MANAGEMENT 

AT THE BEGINNING OF THE 1980’S

HARD TOPICS WITH A MICRO ORIENTATION

THROUGHOUT THE 1980’S 

INCREASED MACRO AND SOFT RESEARCH

THE RESEARCH PROCESSES VARY SUBSTANTIALLY

EUROMA ANNUAL MEETING

%
AVERAGE
1996
1997

GREAT BRITAIN
38.3 
68.4
38.1

NETHERLANDS
16.8 
4.0
5.8

SWEDEN
11.7 
4.0
3.6

ITALY
10.3 
8.6
11.5

BELGIUM
5.1 
1.7
5.0

FRANCE
4.7 
2.3
0.7

SPAIN
3.6 

16.5

GERMANY
2.8 
2.3


UK, NL, S, I

75% OF ALL CONTRIBUTING AUTHORS

· UK INCREASING, DUE TO CONFERENCE FORMAT

· LOCATION CORRELATION

· NORTH ATLANTIC PART OF EUROPE

· FROM SMALL EUROPEAN-WIDE

TO LARGE BUT NARROWER 

CLASSIFICATION OF CONFERENCE PAPERS BY SCHOOL

RANK
SCHOOL

1
CAMBRIDGE UNIVERS’Y, UK

2
POLYTECHNICO DI MILAN, ITALY

3
CHALMERS 

UNIV. OF TECHN, SWEDEN

4
UNIVERSITY OF PLYMOUTH, UK

4
SHEFFIELD BUS. SCHOOL, UK

6
UMIST, UK

7
UNIVERSITY OF TWENTE, NL

7
UNIVERSITY OF PADOVA, ITALY

9
CRANFIELD, UK

10
EINDHOVEN UNIVERSITY, NL

10
TILBURY UNIVERSITY, NL

· (THE CONFERENCE LATELY HAS BEEN HELD 

EVERY SECOND YEAR IN THE UK)

· A DOMINANCE OF A RESEARCH ENVIRONMENT BEING “UNIVERSITIES OF TECHNOLOGY”

 “TECHNISCHE HOCHSCHULE” 

CLASSIFICATION OF CONFERENCE PAPERS BY SUBJECT

%
AVERAGE

COMPETITIVENESS/ STRATEGY
18.8 

OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT GENERAL
12.6 

TECHNOLOGY
9.7 

SERVICE MANAGEMENT
9.4 

PLANNING AND CONTROL
8.7 

HUMAN RESOURCES
7.3 

TQM
6.9 

SUPPLY CHAIN/LOGISTICS
5.0 

PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENT
4.6 

COSTING/ACCOUNTING
3.8 

PRODUCT DESIGN/DEVELOPMENT
3.7 

JIT
3.1 

SCHEDULING
3.0 

RE-ENGINEERING
1.7 

PROCESS DESIGN/
DEVELOPMENT
1.1 

QUALITY CONTROL/SYSTEMS
0.6 

INVENTORY MANAGEMENT
0.0 

DOMINANCE

· STRATEGY

· GENERAL OM

DECREASE

· TECHNOLOGY

· HUMAN RESOURCES

· PLANNING AND CONTROL

·  SCHEDULING

· COSTING AND ACCOUNTING

INCREASE

· TQM

· SUPPLY CHAIN/LOGISTICS

· PRODUCT DESIGN/DEVELOPMENT

CONFERENCE PAPERS BY TYPE OF RESEARCH


AVERAGE

THEORY
29.4 

CASE
29.2 

SURVEY
18.4

FIELD
15.2 

MODELING
7.9 

· FIELD BASED 

· THEORETICAL PAPERS

· MODELING LOST GROUND 

· RESEARCHERS ACTIVE IN THE ORGANIZATIONS ON THE FIELD

FIELD AND CASE STUDIES HALF 

· LEVEL AND TREND OF PUBLICATION RATE BY TOPIC

IJOPM BETWEEN 1990 AND 1995

TREND

LEVEL



LOW
MEDIUM
HIGH

UP
Maintenance

Research methodology
Quality

Practice performance

Cellular manufacturing

Flexibility

Performance measurement
Lean Production/Just-In-Time

Manufacturing strategy

Implementation

STATIC

Service

Flexible Manufacturing

Systems/ Advanced Technology

Computer Integrated

Manufacturing
Models

Simulation

Production planning and

Inventory control



DOWN
Economic Order Quantity

Buffer stocks

Optimized Production Technology

Robotics
Manufacturing Resource Planning


VOSS (1995)

PATTERNS OF DEVELOPMENT 

· CYBERNETIC 

· WORK ORGANIZATION 

· INDUSTRIAL ENGINEERING 

LARGE DIVIDE IN THE EUROPEAN ACADEMIC COMMUNITY 

FACTORS DETERMINING PERSPECTIVES ON OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT

FACULTY OR SCHOOL

“HOCHSCHULE” AND “ECOLE SUPERIEUR”

ELITE PRACTITIONERS WITH RESEARCH-BASED KNOWLEDGE

ENGINEERS IN MANAGERIAL POSITIONS

BUSINESS SCHOOLS - THE GENERAL MANAGER

APPLIED RESEARCH INSTITUTES 

CLOSELY CONNECTED 

RESEARCH PRODUCTS

· PROBLEM SOLVING FOR INDUSTRY

· NEW KNOWLEDGE ON APPLICATIONS AND IMPLEMENTATION 

DEVELOPED THROUGH DEEP INSIGHT 

ACADEMIC DISCIPLINES

OUT OF ENGINEERING

ENGINEERS IN THE MANAGEMENT 

PRODUCTION RESEARCH EXPANDED 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF PRODUCTION RESEARCH, STARTED 1962

BUSINESS ECONOMICS MUCH SMALLER 

SOCIOLOGICAL AND BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES

NATIONAL CULTURES

MULTICULTURAL/ MULTILINGUAL

COUNTRIES AND ETHNOGRAPHIC TRIBES

LANGUAGE BARRIERS DISCRIMINATING

RELATED TO PUBLICATION

THREE SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT 

“THE NORTH ATLANTIC”

“THE LATIN”

“THE GERMAN”

SPLIT IN ASSOCIATIONS AND CONFERENCE ATTENDANCE 

THE NORTH ATLANTIC SCHOOL

THE INTERNATIONALLY KNOWN

STRATEGY AND GENERAL MANAGEMENT 

WORK ORGANIZATION

PRAGMATIC AND CLOSE RELATION 

RESEARCHERS FROM INDUSTRY

“HOW TO” AND “WHAT WHEN”

THE LATIN SCHOOL

PRODUCTION CONTROL 

MODELING AND SIMULATION

DISTANCE INDUSTRY / ACADEMIA 

THE ART OF DISCOURSE IS AS IMPORTANT AS THE ARGUMENT

THE ART OF MODELING THE PRODUCTION SYSTEM MORE IMPORTANT THAN MANAGING IT

THE GERMAN SCHOOL

SYSTEM DESIGN, CONTROL, AUTOMATION, 

WORK ORGANIZATION 

NO BUSINESS SCHOOLS TRADITION

 “TECHNISCHE HOCHSCHULE”

COLLABORATION INDUSTRY / RESEARCH

RARE IN OM CONFERENCE

EUROPEAN PRACTICES IN OM

CULTURAL INFLUENCES 

THE NORTH ATLANTIC SCHOOL

· WORK ORGANIZATION/WORKER INVOLVEMENT 

· FLAT ORGANIZATION 

· FUNCTIONAL INTEGRATION

· LOW UNCERTAINTY AVOIDANCE

· HIGH DELEGATION 

THE LATIN SCHOOL

· OPTIMIZING AND CONTROLLING 

· MANAGERS HAVE A HIGH LEVEL OF CONCEPTUAL KNOWLEDGE

· HIERARCHY HAS MANY LEVELS STRICTLY FOLLOWED

HIGH UNCERTAINTY AVOIDANCE 

THE GERMAN SCHOOL

· BUILT AROUND EXPERTS:

MANAGERS 

PLENTY OF STAFF 

· THE CONTROL SYSTEM IS FORMAL 
WITH HIGH UNCERTAINTY AVOIDANCE 

LITERATURE INFLUENCE

TOTAL DOMINANCE OF AMERICAN LITERATURE 

UNCOMFORTABLE WITH:

WORK ORGANIZATION AND INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS 

VOLVO EUROPE - A CASE STUDY OF EUROPEAN DEVELOPMENTS IN OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT

A FORERUNNER IN

· ALTERNATIVE FORMS OF WORK ORGANIZATION

· NEW CONCEPTS FOR PRODUCTION SYSTEM DESIGN

UNIT OF ANALYSIS - RADICALLY NEW PLANTS

· OPERATIONS ENVIRONMENT 

· MANAGERIAL ISSUES 

· BASIC PRODUCTION PHILOSOPHIES 

PRODUCTION MANAGEMENT THOUGHTS OVER TIME
CHANGING PRODUCTION SYSTEMS AND OPERATIONS MANAGEMENT


PRODUCTION
PHILOSOPHIES


LINE OUT

ERGONOMICS

AUTO CARRIER

WORKER CONTROL

TEAMS
PRODUCT BUILDING

PARALLELI-ZATION

INTEGRATED TEAM
LEAN

CUSTOMER CHAIN

TEAM ALONG LINE
LEAN

ROTATING BODY JIG

CUSTUMER CHAIN

TEAM ALONG LINE
PALLETTS

TEAM ALONG LINE

PLANT GENERATION
1970’S
EARLY 1980’S
LATE 1980’S
MID 1990’S
LATE 1990’S

MANAGERIAL
ISSUES
GET RID OF THE DRIVEN LINE
ATTRACT WORK FORCE
NO LINE/DOCKS
WORKER RESPONSIBILITY

QUALITY PROBLEMS
LEAN
WORLD CLASS
LEAN
FLEXIBLE
ECONOMY OF  SCALE
MULTITYPE

CLOSE TO THE CUSTOMER

CHANGING VALUES AND VIEWS OF WORKING LIFE


SYNTHESIS AND SUMMARY OF THE CASE

1970S 

· FOCUS ON WORK ORGANIZATION 

· CONCURRENT EFFECTIVE CONTROL

· BREAK UP THE DRIVEN LINE - FAST FLOW

1980S 

· WORK ORGANIZATION PUSHED 

· ALTERNATIVE LAYOUTS

· INVOLVEMENT AND RESPONSIBILITY 

1990S

· PROGRESSIVE GLOBALIZATION 

· BEST PRACTICE

· MULTI-TYPE PRODUCTION SYSTEM 

OVER 25 YEARS

TEAM CONCEPT EARLY 

BASIC IDEA THROUGHOUT 

BASIC GUIDING BELIEFS 

ETERNAL HUMAN BEING POSSIBILITIES

ONE BELIEF BLOCKED DEVELOPMENT

COMMENTS TO THE CASE

· TYPICALLY EUROPEAN

· EFFECTIVE FLOW AND WORK ORGANIZATION

· CONSIDERABLE INFLUENCE FROM

CONCURRENT SOCIETAL ISSUES

ON MANAGERIAL PRINCIPLES

CONCLUSIONS

DEVELOPMENT OVER TIME

SEVERAL TIMES SPECIALIZATION OR A FUNCTIONAL DIVISION OF WORK HAS BEEN REINVENTED

THE ERA OF THE INDUSTRIALIZATION 

SCIENTIFIC MANAGEMENT TOOK OVER

SCIENTIFIC PLANNING AND CONTROL

WORK ORGANIZATION AND SOCIOTECHNOLOGY

ALSO CONTINGENCIES 

RATHER THAN BEST PRACTICE, 

EUROPE WOULD THROUGH IN DEPTH STUDIES FIND FACTORS IN TECHNOLOGY, ENVIRONMENT, ETC THAT WOULD DETERMINE THE FORMS OF MANAGING PRODUCTION

MOST IMPORTANT FACTORS, 

IN HISTORY AND CURRENTLY

ABOUT THE ORGANIZATION OF WORK

THE ROLE AND LIFE OF THE INDUSTRIAL WORKER AND THE EFFECT ON SOCIETY 

PHILOSOPHERS PLAY AN IMPORTANT ROLE 

A EUROPEAN APPRECIATES AN ABSTRACT DISCUSSION OF HOW A WORKPLACE SHOULD BE ORGANIZED AND MANAGED

THE DIALOGUE 

GLOBALIZATION ALSO OF THOUGHTS 

AMERICA LIKES TO MANAGE PRODUCTION BY THE NUMBERS, EUROPE BY THE WORKERS

THERE IS THE SAME DIFFERENCE IN HOW WE DO RESEARCH
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