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CHAPTER 1

 The Peter Principle

“I begin to smell a rat.”

M. DE CERVANTES

WHEN I WAS a boy I was taught that the men upstairs knew what they were doing. I was told, “Peter, the more you know, the further you go.” So I stayed in school until I graduated from college and then went forth into the world clutching firmly these ideas and my new teaching certificate. During the first year of teaching I was upset to find that a number of teachers, school principals, supervisors and superintendents appeared to be unaware of their professional responsibilities and incompetent in executing their duties. For example, my principal’s main concerns were that all window shades be at the same level, that classrooms should be quiet and that no one step on or near the rose beds. The superintendent’s main concerns were that no minority group, no matter how fanatical, should ever be offended and that all official forms be submitted on time. The children’s education appeared farthest from the administrator mind.

At first I thought this was a special weakness of the school system in which I taught so I applied for certification in another province. I filled out the special forms, enclosed the required documents and complied willingly with all the red tape. Several weeks later, back came my application and all the documents!

No, there was nothing wrong with my credentials; the forms were correctly filled out; an official departmental stamp showed that they had been received in good order. But an accompanying letter said, “The new regulations require that such forms cannot be accepted by the Department of Education unless they have been registered at the Post Office to ensure safe delivery. Will you please remail the forms to the Department, making sure to register them this time?”

I began to suspect that the local school system did not have a monopoly on incompetence.

As I looked further afield, I saw that every organization contained a number of persons who could not do their jobs.

A Universal Phenomenon

Occupational incompetence is everywhere. Have you noticed it? Probably we all have noticed it.

We see indecisive politicians posing as resolute statesmen and the “authoritative source” who blames his misinformation on “situational imponderables.” Limitless are the public servants who are indolent and insolent; military commanders whose behavioral timidity belies their dreadnaught rhetoric, and governors whose innate servility prevents their actually governing. In our sophistication, we virtually shrug aside the immoral cleric, corrupt judge, incoherent attorney, author who cannot write and English teacher who cannot spell. At universities we see proclamations authored by administrators whose own office communications are hopelessly muddled; and droning lectures from inaudible or incomprehensible instructors.

Seeing incompetence at all levels of every hierarchy—political, legal, educational and industrial—I hypothesized that the cause was some inherent feature of the rules governing the placement of employees. Thus began my serious study of the ways in which employees move upward through a hierarchy, and of what happens to them after promotion.

For my scientific data hundreds of case histories were collected. Here are three typical examples.

MUNICIPAL GOVERNMENT FILE, CASE NO. 17 J. S. Minion1 was a maintenance foreman in the public works department of Excelsior City. He was a favorite of the senior officials at City Hall. They all praised his unfailing affability.

“I like Minion,” said the superintendent of works. “He has good judgment and is always pleasant and agreeable.”

This behavior was appropriate for Minion’s position: he was not supposed to make policy, so he had no need to disagree with his superiors.

The superintendent of works retired and Minion succeeded him. Minion continued to agree with everyone. He passed to his foreman every suggestion that came from above. The resulting conflicts in policy, and the continual changing of plans, soon demoralized the department. Complaints poured in from the Mayor and other officials, from taxpayers and from the maintenance-workers’ union.

Minion still says “Yes” to everyone, and carries messages briskly back and forth between his superiors and his subordinates. Nominally a superintendent, he actually does the work of a messenger. The maintenance department regularly exceeds its budget, yet fails to fulfill its program of work. In short, Minion, a competent foreman, became an incompetent superintendent.

SERVICE INDUSTRIES FILE, CASE NO. 3 E. Tinker was exceptionally zealous and intelligent as an apprentice at G. Reece Auto Repair Inc., and soon rose to journeyman mechanic. In this job he showed outstanding ability in diagnosing obscure faults, and endless patience in correcting them. He was promoted to foreman of the repair shop.

But here his love of things mechanical and his perfectionism become liabilities. He will undertake any job that he thinks looks interesting, no matter how busy the shop may be. “We’ll work it in somehow,” he says.

He will not let a job go until he is fully satisfied with it.

He meddles constantly. He is seldom to be found at his desk. He is usually up to his elbows in a dismantled motor and while the man who should be doing the work stands watching, other workmen sit around waiting to be assigned new tasks. As a result the shop is always overcrowded with work, always in a muddle, and delivery times are often missed.

Tinker cannot understand that the average customer cares little about perfection—he wants his car back on time! He cannot understand that most of his men are less interested in motors than in their pay checks. So Tinker cannot get on with his customers or with his subordinates. He was a competent mechanic, but is now an incompetent foreman.

MILITARY FILE, CASE NO. 8 Consider the case of the late renowned General A. Goodwin. His hearty, informal manner, his racy style of speech, his scorn for petty regulations and his undoubted personal bravery made him the idol of his men. He led them to many well-deserved victories.

When Goodwin was promoted to field marshal he had to deal, not with ordinary soldiers, but with politicians and allied generalissimos.

He would not conform to the necessary protocol. He could not turn his tongue to the conventional courtesies and flatteries. He quarreled with all the dignitaries and took to lying for days at a time, drunk and sulking, in his trailer. The conduct of the war slipped out of his hands into those of his subordinates. He had been promoted to a position that he was incompetent to fill.

An Important Clue!

In time I saw that all such cases had a common feature. The employee had been promoted from a position of competence to a position of incompetence. I saw that, sooner or later, this could happen to every employee in every hierarchy.

HYPOTHETICAL CASE FILE, CASE NO. 1 Suppose you own a pill-rolling factory, Perfect Pill Incorporated. Your foreman-pill roller dies of a perforated ulcer. You need a replacement. You naturally look among your rank-and-file pill rollers.

Miss Oval, Mrs. Cylinder, Mr. Ellipse and Mr. Cube all show various degrees of incompetence. They will naturally be ineligible for promotion. You will choose—other things being equal—your most competent pill roller, Mr. Sphere, and promote him to foreman.

Now suppose Mr. Sphere proves competent as foreman. Later, when your general foreman, Legree, moves up to Works Manager, Sphere will be eligible to take his place.

If, on the other hand, Sphere is an incompetent foreman, he will get no more promotion. He has reached what I call his “level of incompetence.” He will stay there till the end of his career.

Some employees, like Ellipse and Cube, reach a level of incompetence in the lowest grade and are never promoted. Some, like Sphere (assuming he is not a satisfactory foreman), reach it after one promotion.

E. Tinker, the automobile repair-shop foreman, reached his level of incompetence on the third stage of the hierarchy. General Goodwin reached his level of incompetence at the very top of the hierarchy.

So my analysis of hundreds of cases of occupational incompetence led me on to formulate The Peter Principle:

In a Hierarchy Every Employee Tends to Rise to His Level of Incompetence

A New Science!

Having formulated the Principle, I discovered that I had inadvertently founded a new science, hierarchiology, the study of hierarchies.

The term “hierarchy” was originally used to describe the system of church government by priests graded into ranks. The contemporary meaning includes any organization whose members or employees are arranged in order of rank, grade or class.

Hierarchiology, although a relatively recent discipline, appears to have great applicability to the fields of public and private administration.

This Means You!

My Principle is the key to an understanding of all hierarchal systems, and therefore to an understanding of the whole structure of civilization. A few eccentrics try to avoid getting involved with hierarchies, but everyone in business, industry, trade-unionism, politics, government, the armed forces, religion and education is so involved. All of them are controlled by the Peter Principle.

Many of them, to be sure, may win a promotion or two, moving from one level of competence to a higher level of competence. But competence in that new position qualifies them for still another promotion. For each individual, for you, for me, the final promotion is from a level of competence to a level of incompetence.2

So, given enough time—and assuming the existence of enough ranks in the hierarchy—each employee rises to, and remains at, his level of incompetence. Peter’s Corollary states:

In time, every post tends to be occupied by an employee who is incompetent to carry out its duties.

Who Turns the Wheels?

You will rarely find, of course, a system in which every employee has reached his level of incompetence. In most instances, something is being done to further the ostensible purposes for which the hierarchy exists.

Work is accomplished by those employees who have not yet reached their level of incompetence.





CHAPTER 10

 Peter’s Spiral

“We all of us live too much in a circle.”

B. DISRAELI

I POINTED OUT in Chapter 9 that hierarchiology is not moralistic with regard to incompetence. Indeed, I must say that, in most cases of incompetence, there appears to be a definite wish to be productive. The employee would be competent if he could.

Most incompetents realize, however dimly, that the collapse of the organization would leave them jobless, so they try to keep the hierarchy going.

Let me give an illustration.

Intra-Hierarchal File, Case No. 4

Health for Wealth

In twenty years at Perfect Pewter Piano Strings Inc., Mal D’Mahr had worked his way up from lead ingot handler to general manager. Shortly after occupying the chief executive office he suffered a series of health problems associated with high blood pressure and peptic ulcers. The company physician recommended that he slow down and learn to relax. The board of directors recommended that an assistant general manager be appointed to relieve Mal of some of the strain. Although both of these recommendations were well intentioned they failed to deal with the cause of the problem. Hierarchiologically Mal D’Mahr had been promoted beyond his physiological competence. As chief executive at P.P.P.S.I. he had to deal with and accommodate conflicting codes or values. He had to please the stockholders and board by making money. He had to please the customers by maintaining a high-quality product. He had to please the employees by paying good wages and by providing comfortable, secure working conditions. He had to please his community by fulfilling certain social and family responsibilities. In attempting to accommodate these conflicting codes he broke down physically. No increase in staff or advice about relaxing could reduce this requirement of the office of the chief executive.

Calculate the Unknown

The board’s recommendation was carried out and J. Smugly, a competent engineer and mathematical genius, was promoted to assistant general manager. Smugly, competent in dealing with things, was incompetent at dealing with people. He had no appropriate people-formulas to help him decide about personnel matters. Not wishing to act on incomplete data, he postponed personnel decisions until pressure became so great that he made unwise, snap decisions. Smugly reached his level of incompetence through social inadequacy. It was recommended that he be assisted through the appointment of a personnel manager.

Compassion Is Its Own Reward

Roly Koster was promoted to the position of personnel manager. A competent psychology student, he soon became so empathetic with his clients that he was perpetually on an emotional binge. When he listened to Smugly’s complaint about an inaccurate report from Miss Count, his sympathy was with the assistant general manager and he was filled with anger toward Miss Count for her carelessness. When he heard Miss Count’s story about Smugly’s cold, calculating, inhuman approach toward her and her colleagues he was brought to tears of sorrow and indignation at Smugly’s heartlessness. Roly achieved his level of incompetence through emotional inadequacy. To resolve some of the personnel problems it was decided to create a new position of personnel supervisor and to promote someone from the plant who had the confidence of the men.

Mind Over Matter

B. Willder was popular with the men and had distinguished himself as chairman of the social committee. Now as personnel supervisor he is required to see that the policy decisions of management are carried out. But, as he does not really understand the policy, B. Willder is ineffective in this role. He lacks the intellectual capacity to deal effectively with abstraction and therefore makes illogical decisions. He has reached his level of incompetence through mental inadequacy.

Incompetence Classified

I have reported this study, conducted at Perfect Pewter Piano Strings Inc., because it illustrates the four basic classes of incompetence.

Mal D’Mahr was promoted beyond his physical competence.

J. Smugly was promoted beyond his social competence.

Roly Koster was promoted beyond his emotional competence.

B. Willder was promoted beyond his mental competence.

A Vain Effort

This example, typical of many, shows that even a sincere attempt to relieve high-level incompetence may only produce multi-level incompetence. In such circumstances, staff accumulation is inevitable. Each time around Peter’s Spiral, the number of incompetents increases, and still there is no improvement of efficiency.

The Mathematics of Incompetence

Incompetence plus incompetence equals incompetence.





CHAPTER 11

 The Pathology of Success

“Troubles never come singly.”

IT SHOULD BE clear by now that when an employee reaches his level of incompetence, he can no longer do any useful work.

Incompetent, Yes! Idle, No!

This in no way suggests that the ultimate promotion suddenly changes the former worker into an idler. Not at all! In most cases he still wants to work; he still makes a great show of activity; he sometimes thinks he is working. Yet actually little that is useful is accomplished.

Sooner or later (usually sooner) these employees become aware of, and feel distressed at, their own unproductivity.

A Bold Step

Here we must venture into the field of medicine! I will describe the physical condition which has been alluded to earlier as the Final Placement Syndrome.

An Exhaustive Research Program

A number of medical doctors in general practice were asked:

       1) “What physical conditions, if any, do you find to be most commonly associated with success?”1

       2) “What advice or treatment, if any, do you give to patients in the success-group?”

An Alarming Report (1)

On collating the doctors’ replies, I found that the following complaints from A to Z were common among their “successful” patients.



a) Peptic ulcers

b) Spastic colitis

c) Mucous colitis

d) High blood pressure

e) Constipation

f) Diarrhea

g) Frequent urination

h) Alcoholism

i) Overeating and obesity

j) Loss of appetite

k) Allergies

l) Hypertension

m) Muscle spasms

n) Insomnia

o) Chronic fatigue

p) Skipped heartbeats

q) Other cardiovascular complaints

r) Migraine headaches

s) Nausea and vomiting

t) Tender, painful abdomen

u) Dizziness

v) Dysmenorrhea

w) Tinnitus (ringing in the ears)

x) Excessive sweating of hands, feet, armpits or other areas

y) Nervous dermatitis

z) Sexual impotence



All of these are typical “success” complaints, and may occur without the existence of organic disease.

I saw—and by now you will be able to see—that such symptoms indicate the constitutional incompetence of the patients for the level of responsibility they have attained.

A CASE STUDY IN DEPTH For example, T. Throbmore, vice-president in charge of sales of Clacklow Office Machine Company, is frequently prevented from attending the company’s weekly executive meeting by a migraine headache that occurs fairly regularly on Monday afternoons at 1:30 P.M.

DEPTH STUDY OF ANOTHER CASE Because of the delicate condition of his heart, C. R. Diack, president of Grindley Gear and Cog Ltd., is permanently shielded by his staff from any news that might excite or irritate him. He has no real control over the company’s affairs. His main function is to read glowing reports of its progress at annual meetings.

NOTE THIS IMPORTANT DEFINITION The ailments I have named, usually occurring in combinations of two or more, constitute the Final Placement Syndrome.2

An Alarming Report (2)

Unfortunately, the medical profession has so far failed to recognize the existence of the Final Placement Syndrome! In fact, that profession has displayed a frigid hostility toward my application of hierarchiology to the pseudo-science of diagnostics. However, truth will out! Time and the increasingly tumultuous social order inevitably will bring enlightenment.

Three Medical Errors (a)

Final Placement Syndrome patients often rationalize the situation: they claim that their occupational incompetence is the result of their physical ailments. “If only I could get rid of these headaches, I could concentrate on my work.”

Or “If only I could get my digestion fixed up ...”

Or “If I could kick the booze ...”

Or “If I could get just one good night’s sleep ...”

Some medical men, my survey reveals, accept this rationalization at face value, and attack the physical symptoms without any search for their cause.

This attack is made by medication or surgery, either of which may give temporary, but only temporary, relief. The patient cannot be drugged into competence and there is no tumor of incompetence which can be removed by a stroke of the scalpel. Good advice is equally ineffective.

“Take it easy.”

“Don’t work so hard.”

“Learn to relax.”

Such soothing suggestions are useless. Many F.P.S. patients feel anxious because they know quite well that they are doing very little useful work. They are unlikely to follow any suggestion that they should do still less.

Another futile approach is that of the friendly philosopher:

“Stop trying to solve all the world’s problems.”

“Everybody has troubles. You’re no worse off than lots of other people.”

“You have to expect some of these problems at your age.”

Few F.P.S. patients are susceptible to such cracker-barrel wisdom. Most of them are quite self-centered: they show little interest in philosophy or in other people’s problems. They are only trying to solve the problems of their jobs.

Threats are often employed:

“If you carry on like this, you will end up in the hospital.”

“Unless you slow down, you’re going to have a really serious attack.”

This is futile. The patient cannot help but “carry on like this.” The only thing that would change his way of life would be a promotion, and he will not get that, because he has reached his level.

Another much-used line of advice is the exhortation to self-denial.

“Go on a diet.”

“Cut down on your drinking.”

“Stop smoking.”

“Give up night life.”

“Curb your sex life.”

This is usually ineffective. The F.P.S. patient is already depressed because he can take no pleasure in his work. Why should he give up the few pleasures he has outside of work?

Moreover, many men feel that there is a certain aura of competence associated with heavy indulgence in bodily pleasures. It is reflected in such phrases as “He has a wonderful appetite,” “He’s a great ladies’ man,” and “He can hold his liquor.” Such praise is doubly sweet to the man who has little else to be praised for; he will be reluctant to give it up.

Three Medical Errors (b)

A second group of physicians, finding nothing organically wrong with an F.P.S. patient, will try to persuade him that his symptoms do not exist!

“There’s really nothing wrong with you. Just take these tranquillizers.”

“Get your mind off yourself. These symptoms are only imaginary. It’s your nerves.”

Such advice, of course, produces no lasting improvement. The patient knows that he is suffering, whether the physician will admit it or not.

A common result is that the patient loses faith in the physician, and runs to another one, seeking someone who “understands his case” better. He may lose faith altogether in orthodox medicine and start consulting pseudo-medical practitioners.

Three Medical Errors (c)

After medication and surgery have failed, psychotherapy is sometimes tried. It seldom succeeds, because it can have no effect on the root cause of the F.P.S., which is the patient’s vocational incompetence.

A Smattering of Sense

The only treatment, my survey shows, which gives any relief for the F.P.S. is distraction therapy.

“Learn to play bridge.”

“Start a stamp collection.”

“Take up gardening.”

“Learn barbecue cookery.”

“Paint pictures by numbers.”

Typically, the doctor senses the patient’s copelessness with regard to his job, and so tries to divert his attention to something that he can cope with.

AN ILLUMINATING CASE HISTORY W. Lushmoor, a department-store executive, spent every afternoon at his club, rather than return to his office. An advanced F.P.S. case, Lushmoor was a near-alcoholic, had survived two mild coronary attacks, was grossly overweight and chronically dyspeptic.

On his physician’s advice, he took up golf. He became obsessed by the game, devoted all his afternoons and most of his energy to it, and was making rapid progress until he suffered a fatal stroke while driving his electric golf cart.

The point is that, although Lushmoor’s symptoms were not relieved, he had been transformed from an F.P.S. case in relation to his job—since he no longer worried about the job—to a mere Pseudo-Achievement Syndrome case in relation to golf! The treatment was therefore successful.

Physicians who give this sort of advice do seem to understand, even though dimly, the pathogenic role of incompetence; they try to give the patient a feeling of competence in some non-occupational field.

A Sinister Sign

One more point about the Final Placement Syndrome: it has an ever-increasing sociological importance, because its component ailments have acquired high status value. An F.P.S. patient will boast of his symptoms; he will show a perverse kind of competence in developing a bigger ulcer or a more severe heart attack than any of his friends. In fact, so high is the status value of the F.P.S. that some employees who have none of its ailments will actually simulate them, to create the impression that they have achieved final placement.
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