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An ethnographic field study in Big Six public accounting
firms, where management by objectives and mentoring
are used as techniques of control, examines how organi-
zations transform professionals into disciplined and self-
disciplining organizational members whose work goals,
language, and lifestyle come to reflect the imperatives of
the organization. The study shows that the scope and
effect of these techniques shaped the identities of organi-
zational participants but that the discourse of profes-
sional autonomy fueled resistance to these pressures to-
ward conformity. Implications of these results are
discussed as they relate to conflict between professionals
and o.rganizations and to the critical study of organiza-
tions.

Every year when they called you in on your review, it's always,
“Well, you did great this year. You did wonderful. Now, what are
you going to do to do twenty percent more next year?” Felt
great the first couple of times they said it, but by your sixth or
seventh year in [partnershipl], and you're doing twenty percent
more every year, there's got to be a point when you say, "‘Gee,
how much more can | do?”

One of the major issues that is beyond my control and | have
not anticipated is the unwillingness on the part of the partners
and staff to pay the price for changing strategic direction, mainly
by giving up personal freedom and influence over one’s activities
and the activities of those around them.

/ have become chargeable li.e., | have become identifiable as a
revenue stream].

These remarks, by a Big Six public accounting firm practice
partner during a resignation interview, a deputy chairman,
and a senior manager, describe a conflict in professional or-
ganizations revolving around the issue of how control is ex-
ercised over professionals. As stated by the practice partner,
control, through such techniques as management by objec-
tives (MBQO), was being applied to managing partners and
was in fact affecting their actions and career decisions. To
the extent that it “'felt great,”’ it even appears that the part-
ner had for a time identified with the firm’s value system,
stressing financial performance. In contrast, the deputy chair-
man’s comment suggests that partners were unwilling to
discard their professional autonomy for the greater good of
the firm, thereby signaling that their conformity to such con-
trol techniques was incomplete and that they were effec-
tively resisting the management of their activities. And yet,
the senior manager’s remark suggests a fundamental trans-
formation of identity despite this active resistance. These
remarks suggest a complex interrelationship among profes-
sional freedom, calculability, and identity.

The issues of managing professionals in formal organizations
is not new. The sociology of professions literature has long
guestioned whether bureaucratically oriented control prac-
tices may be effectively applied to such professionals as
doctors, lawyers, and university professors or whether con-
trol resides within the individual as a consequence of a long-
term process of socialization. Generally, it has been con-
cluded that because practitioners should have internalized
themorms and standards of a profession, the imposition of
bureaucratic procedures is not only unnecessary, but it may
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lead to professional-bureaucratic conflict and dysfunctional
behavior {cf. Wilensky, 1964; Raelin, 1986; Beveneste, 1987;
for a critique, see Abbott, 1988; Fogarty, 1992; Freidson,
1986). With the purportedly widespread advent of the
“knowledge professional” (Zuboff, 1988; Peters, 1992), this
position on professional-bureaucratic conflict is also found in
the more popular business literature, with Drucker (1993:
279), for example, observing that knowledge professionals
are self-motivating, self-directed, and self-supervising by vir-
tue of the fact that they are professionals.

Such a traditional, bifurcated interpretation of control as ei-
ther residing in a bureaucratic structure or in the professional
fails to recognize the potential interpenetration or mutual
constitution of forms of control in contemporary organiza-
tions, an interpenetration even evident in the quotes that
opened this paper. This is the precise focus of Foucault
{1983) in his analyses of the objectification of the subject.
The main purpose of our research is to use his analyses to
probe the exercise of control in professional organizations,
specifically Big Six public accounting firms, along three main,
interdependent axes: (1) the application of formal bureau-
cratic or, in Foucault's terms, disciplinary techniques to ren-
der partners calculable; (2) the adoption of techniques of the
self (in particular the process of avowal), which involves a
discourse between a "‘novice’ and a “‘guide’’; and (3) the
emergence of conflictual and complementary interrelations
between these techniques that involve the exercise of
power and its resistance, in which disciplinary techniques
and avowal become intertwined and the identities of part-
ners are forged. Generally, it is theorized that it is at the in-
tersection of these techniques of discipline and the self that
the individual is objectified and transformed into a manage-
able and self-managing subject. Here, we seek to describe
how “‘power seeps into the very grain of individuals, reaches
right into their bodies, permeates their gestures, their pos-
ture, what they say, how they learn to live and work with
other people” (Foucault, 1979: 28). In doing so, we intend
not only to show how contemporary managerial programs of
control are directed at constituting the subjectivity of part-
ners as duplicates of the organization, but also to provide
some conceptual tools useful in developing a critical theory
of organizations.

We examine here the key technigues by which management
programs are applied to and resisted by professionals in Big
Six accounting firms. In an ethnographic field study, the firm
partners we interviewed identified two specific techniques—
management by objectives (MBQO) and mentoring—they be-
lieved were prominent in the exercise of control and resis-
tance to their firms’ management practices and their own
development as professionals. Both of these, in differing
ways, exemplified techniques aimed at transforming autono-
mous professionals into business entrepreneurs by duplicat-
ing the organization within the individual. This process is
aimed at the fabrication of a "‘corporate clone,” a distinct
entity that nevertheless maps the goals of the organization.
This focus on Big Six professional firms may, in turn, pro-
ducesmoresgenerally useful insights, since professional firms
and professionals are being increasingly touted as an exem-
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Discipline and identity

plary model of the ""'new organization,” such that Peters
(1992: 11) insisted that “all firms are becoming professional
service firms.”" Not only is the professional understood as
the archetype of the “knowledge worker,”” but professional
firms, whose principal product and resource is knowledge
(Abbott, 1988), are considered emblematic of the new
knowledge-creating organization.

THE SUBJECT OF CONTROL

Summarizing his work shortly before his death, Foucault
{(1983: 209) stated, "It is not power, but the subject, which
is the general theme of my research.” He used the term
“subject” in two senses, both of which diverge from a no-
tion of the individual as an irreducible and autonomous
source of action and meaning. First, he used the term sub-
ject in the sense of being subject to someone else. Second,
he used the term to suggest the reflexive relations by which
people come to know themselves and become tied to a cer-
tain identity. For Foucault (1983: 212), "both meanings sug-
gest a form of power which subjugates and makes people
subject to0,"" and it is this interrelation between power,
knowledge, and forms of subjectivization that are his focus.

Foucault (1979: 27) argued that the experience of being a
certain kind of self is leveraged on two interlocking supports:
knowledge and power. While not identical, power and
knowledge are interrelated such that "'there is no power re-
lation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowl-
edge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and con-
stitute at the same time power relations.”” Knowledge is
interrelated to one's identity in that one comes to know one-
self either through the categories of social sciences (e.g.,
the type “A" person) or through a self-knowledge (e.g., | am
a "'people” person) that derives from an interrogation of one-
self with the aim of discovering one’s “true’’ nature. Fou-
cault further argued that the identity so constituted through
knowledge is interwoven with the exercise of power, under-
stood as relational and involving action upon the actions of
others. In particular, he highlighted the role of disciplinary
power by which people are both individuated and objectified
and of the pastoral power by which people are both individu-
alized and subjectivized.

The Calculated

Foucault (1979) contrasted disciplinary power, which is
based on the action of the norm, with premodern, sovereign
power, which takes a juridical form based on a subtraction
mechanism that seizes an individual's wealth, labor, or
blood. He elaborated the ‘‘penalty of the norm’ along four
dimensions {Foucault, 1979: 182). First, normalization re-
guires that individual action be situated within a larger whole
that provides the framework for ordering and arranging indi-
vidual actions in relation to a norm or standard. Second, this
norm or standard, which is also thereby normative, is stipu-
lated as either a minimum threshold to be cleared, an aver-
age to be matched, or an optimum to be achieved and
thereby permits a comparison and differentiation of individu-
als. Third, normalization produces hierarchies of differentia-
tion by means of quantitative measurements and rankings.
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These rankings not only establish the fact of individual differ-
ences but also impose a value on them. Fourth, by factually
evaluating individuals, the schema of the norm also specifies
the adjustments and corrections that are necessary for those
who fall away from the norm, thereby targeting them for
programs of normalization. Hence, the action of the norm
introduces homogeneity by situating the individual within a
comparable grouping but also measures individual differ-
ences so that the individual is both the product of the norm
and the target of normalization.

One important aspect of the “‘penalty of the norm’ lies in
the fact that the norm is dynamic (Canguilhem, 1991: 239;
Rabinow, 1984). To define something as abnormal not only
implies that it is against the norm but also that it can be
made subject to normalization. Accordingly, norms do not
situate the abnormal outside the normal as heterogeneous
and “other’’; rather, they homogenize qualitative differences
through guantitative comparisons and then incite effort to
normalize the abnormal. This dynamic and mobile nature of
the norm therefore generates the tendency for a simulta-
neous totalization and specification, whereby ever more ar-
eas of life come within the purview of the norm, and norms
come to be specified in ever greater degrees of detail.

According to Foucault (1979: 184, 209) "the power of the
norm appears through the disciplines,”” and it is “‘the gradual
extension of the mechanisms of discipline [and] their spread
throughout the social body" that constitutes ““what might be
called in general the disciplinary society.”" In the disciplinary
society, people are sought to be normalized by an “‘overlap-
ping subjection and objectification’ {1979: 305), and, we ar-
gue, MBO can be understood, in part, as a normalizing ac-
counting technique that subjugates people by objectifying
them.

In describing Jeremy Bentham's disciplinary design for a
prison called the panopticon, Foucault {(1979: 217) observed,
"Qur society is one not of spectacle, but of surveil-

lance. ...’ We are ... in the panoptic machine, invested by
the effects of power, which we bring to ourselves since we
are part of its mechanism.” The purpose of the panopticon
was to procure for a small number, or even a single indi-
vidual, the continuous view of a multitude by means of its
architectural design. Subjected to the perpetual gaze of a
central tower, inmates are locked into an asymmetric rela-
tion, since they cannot see that which looks over them. The
inmates need not be the objects of force—beaten and tor-
tured—since the awareness of being under observation,
whether actual or potential, is sufficient to obtain obedience.
Moreover, this obedience is obtained by design, for it is in
the spatial arrangement that “‘surveillance is permanent in its
effects, even if it is discontinuous in its actions; [whereby]
the perfection of power should tend to render its actual ex-
ercise unnecessary (1979: 201). It is in the shadow of this
cold gaze that the inmate ""assumes responsibility for the
constraints of power . . . [and] becomes the principle of his
own subjection” {1979: 202-203) and that the guard exer-
cises power over the inmates only because of the position
he oceupies within the panopticon, the power of his office.
Foucault used the panopticon to represent metaphorically an
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array of disciplinary techniques that enable “‘the meticulous
control . . . of the body” (1979: 137), including architectural
designs, dress codes, timetables, and time and motion stud-
ies.

According to Foucault (1979: 184-185), it is the panopticon-
like “examination,”” broadly interpreted, that in contemporary
life lies “at the heart of the procedures of discipline [and]
manifests the subjection of those who are perceived as ob-
jects and the objectification of those who are subjected.”
Here, the exercise of power lies in making a multitude of
subjects visible to an unseen source through documentation.
More generally, writing, documentation, marking, and nota-
tion are the media by which subjects are objectified, indi-
vidualized, rendered visible, and subjected to the norm, as,
for example, are students through examination grades.
Whether in the hospital, the school, the army, the factory, or
the office, the general apparatus of writing, such as in con-
structing promotion dossiers, individuates people as describ-
able and analyzable subjects within a comparable population
{Townley, 1994s 101-103; Rabinow, 1984). The perfection of
documentary surveillance occurs when the individual, so de-
scribed, recognizes himself or herself within the dossier.

With the dynamic action of norms carried by disciplines and
exemplified in the ""‘examination,”” human activity can be
“Judged’” as to normality. According to Foucault (1979: 304),
“The judges of normality are present everywhere. We're in
the society of the teacher-judge, the doctor-judge . . .. Itis
on them that the universal reign of the normative is based;
and each individual, wherever he may find himself, subjects
to it his body, his gestures, his behavior, his aptitudes, his
achievements.” The expert or the professional who exer-
cises professional judgment, who embodies impartiality and
acts objectively, can thus be seen as an agent of the norm.
According to Foucault, the normalizing society reaches its
zenith when the power of normalization itself becomes nor-
malized: when the judges are judged. He illustrated this
point using a prison called Mettray in the mid-nineteenth
century, wherein guards were “'subjected as pupils to the
discipline that, later, as instructors, they would themselves
impose’’ (1979: 295). We argue similarly that, while accoun-
tants are constituted as the judges and experts of a fiscal
normality, as professionals who desire autonomy to act “as
individuals who resist disciplinary normalization” (Foucault,
1979: 296), they are nevertheless, through MBO, objectified
by being subjected to the very same regime of calculability
that they spread themselves.

The Avowed

Related to the constitution of individuals through disciplinary
technologies are "technologies of the self,” like confession,
by which people, either by themselves or with help of oth-
ers, act upon their bodies, thoughts, and conduct so as to
attain happiness, fulfilment, success, health, or wisdom
(Foucault, 1988: 18). Technologies of the self require that
the inner truths of one’s self be both discovered through
self-examination and expressed outwardly through speech
so as to affirm and transform oneself. Since ""the speaking
subject is also the subject of the statement’ (Foucault,
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1986 61), the one who speaks identifies with what is being
said and thereby avows. In this way, the speaker becomes
known and tied to the intentions, thoughts, and deeds
avowed in the discourse, thus constituting a self-identity
through "'the objectivization of the self by the self” (Fou-
cault, 1988: 240).

In various forms of technology of the self, this avowal "‘un-
folds within a power relation” (Foucault, 1986: 61; see also
Dews, 1984; Townley, 1995: 280). Historically, self-examina-
tion and self-decipherment were insufficient, since one could
get lost without spiritual guidance. One had to be self-aware
precisely so that one could reveal the depths of one's self to
a guide whose role it was to elicit, evaluate, judge, forgive,
and guide the speaker (Foucault, 1988: 70). The language,
criteria, and categories of self-examination were provided for
one by others more experienced and expert than the novice.
Moreover, unlike the Greek master-student relationship,
which was instrumental (used for self-improvement by the
student) and limited (the relationship would end once the
student achieved the goals; Townley, 1995}, the novice was
to submit to the master in all aspects of life and obtain per-
mission for all actions (Foucault, 1988: 45). Within technolo-
gies of the self, the power relation is such that it is the nov-
ice who, through discourse, is subjected to the guide, who
listens and in turn speaks. It is the guide who, as the arbiter
of truthful discourse, exercises the power 1o subject the one
who speaks to the truth of what was avowed. Thus, it is
through interpretation and the hermeneutic function that
power is exercised over the speaking subject by the listener
or, more nearly, by the act of avowal.

By recognizing that one’s identity may be transformed
through a process of avowal, individuals are incited to
change themselves by acting on themselves, aided by the
categories, criteria, and languages of experts. In contempo-
rary society, technologies of the self have intensified their
hold on the individual through the constant incitement to ver-
balize one’s thoughts, feelings, and intentions so as to better
know and change oneself and others (Morris, 1987; Duby,
1988; Braunstein, 1988). Self-knowledge is thereby linked
with self-disclosure and self-transformation, aided by diverse
and numerous therapeutic agents, from psychiatrists to radio
talk show psychologists, workplace counselors, and men-
tors. Accordingly, one scrutinizes oneself so as to change
oneself, for, as Foucault stated (1988: 49), "‘from the eigh-
teenth century to the present, the techniques of verbaliza-
tion have been reinserted in a different context to constitute,
positively, a new self.”

Power and Resistance

The regimes of calculation and avowal are complicit in indi-
viduating people by objectifying them and forging individuali-
ties by subjectifying them. Moreover, disciplinary technolo-
gies are intertwined with, though not identical to the
technologies of the self. While it is possible to drive an ana-
lytical wedge between them, in practical terms, they can and
do remain closely interrelated (Foucault, 1988: 18). Whereas
disciplinary techniques define personal identity from the out-
side in—that is, scientific and quasi-scientific categories, cri-
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teria, and languages are inscribed on people and then inter-
nalized—the technigues of the self require that people act
on themselves, using these very same resources to define
identity from the inside out. Accordingly, subjectivities are
formed from analytically diverse sources that are interrelated
in practice in such contexts as Big Six public accounting
firms.

Both technologies of discipline and the self are caught up in
networks of power that Foucault theorized were productive
inasmuch as they fabricate individuals by constructing them
as objects and subjects (1983, 1988). Accordingly, power not
only represses, negates, censors, or constrains but is also an
element of unequal force relations. For Foucault, the exer-
cise of power today is not arbitrary, sporadic, or spectacular;
rather, it is regular, continuous, and monotonous (see also
Dews, 1984). For example, while timetables and schedules
organize, coordinate, and regulate social life to a historically
unprecedented degree, we could not say these were forms
of a totally repressive power (Foucault, 1980: 94). We accept
and even insist on the functional efficacy of these tech-
niques and submit ourselves to their abstract rhythms.

According to Foucault, power should not be seen as a sub-
stance or a commodity that can be accumulated, traded, or
lost. Nor is it something that can be unilaterally imposed by
the powerful over the weak (cf. Pettigrew, 1973; Pfeffer,
1981; Mintzberg, 1983). In contrast, Foucault insisted on the
relational nature of power, implying that it can only be exer-
cised and not possessed; he also asserted that power can
only be exercised over free subjects (1983: 216-218). Ac-
cording to Foucault (1983: 224), power is “capillary,” being
exercised in local centers, diffused throughout society in
multiple, heterogenous forms of force relations such that
“they are superimposed, they cross, they impose their own
limits, sometimes cancel one another out, sometimes rein-
force one another.” This does not suggest the omnipotence
of power but, rather, its omnipresence, for “power is every-
where not because it embraces everything, but because it
comes from everywhere' (Foucault, 1980: 93). Thus, Fou-
cault advocated an ascending analysis of power relations,
beginning with the local points of its exercise.

Just as power relations are diffuse, they also ""depend on a
multiplicity of points of resistance [that] play the role of ad-
versary, target, support or handle” (Foucault, 1986: 95), for
where there is the exercise of power, there is always the
potential for resistance. Resistance is also “capillary’’ in na-
ture, taking a variety of localized forms and "distributed in
irregular fashion: the points, knots, focuses of resistance are
spread over time and space at varying densities, at times
mobilizing groups in a definitive way, inflaming certain points
of the body, certain moments in life, certain types of behav-
ior”” (Foucault, 1986: 96). Indeed, ""at the very heart of the
power relationship, and constantly provoking it, are the recal-
citrance of the will and the intransigence of freedom. Rather
than speaking of an essential freedom, it would be better to
speak of an ‘agonism’—of a relationship which is at the
same.time reciprocal incitation and struggle” (Foucault,
1983: 221-222). Importantly for our study, not only can resis-
tance be mounted "'in the same vocabulary, using the same
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categories’’ by which disciplinary technigues objectivize sub-
jects, but subjects can deform, transform, bend, and divert
to their own purposes the disciplinary practices and the rela-
tions within which they are enmeshed (Foucault, 1986: 101;
see also Sakolsky, 1992: 247, Austrin, 1994; Knights and
Vurdubakis, 1994). Foucault (1983) concluded that power/
knowledge may be understood best by the study of its local-
ized points of resistance.

Foucault's thesis on the objectification of subject highlights
the techniques of discipline and the self by which people are
constituted as particular identities. Moreover, he showed
how these techniques implicate differing relations among
power, knowledge, subjectivity, and resistance. In the fol-
lowing sections, our purpose is to demonstrate how MBO
and mentoring can be understood as managerial programs
directed at transforming the subjectivity of “"professionals”
into entrepreneurs or corporate clones. In particular, whereas
MBO as a disciplinary technique seeks to forge corporate
clones by integrating individual goals within firm goals, men-
toring, as a technigue of the self, is complicit in realizing cor-
porate clones when people avow organizational imperatives
as their own.

Power, MBO, and Mentoring

To date, research applying Foucault's perspective to organi-
zational issues has largely remained theoretical or has exam-
ined the historical development of organizational practices
using archival analyses (e.g., Hoskins and Macve, 1986;
Miller and O’Leary, 1987; Knights and Morgan, 1991). In ad-
dition, Foucault's work has been used to examine such is-
sues as the interplay between disciplinary technologies and
techniques of the self, albeit mainly from a theoretical or his-
torical perspective (Rose, 1990; DuGay and Salaman, 1992;
Townley, 1994), and power, resistance, and subjectivity (e.g.,
Sturdy, Knights, and Willmott, 1992; Sakolsky, 1992; Austrin,
1994). Foucault has also been applied to understanding man-
agement practices in the hope of extending the labor pro-
cess perspective (Jermier, Knights, and Nord, 1994; Clegg,
1994), an effort that has been criticized for not retaining the
traditional focus on labor (Meiksins, 1994; Coffey, 1994). Fi-
nally, Jermier, Knights, and Nord (1994) and Collinson (1994)
have offered a sampling of the diverse ways in which resis-
tance to power relations may be manifested. In recognizing
the local or capillary character and tactics of resistance, they
provided a description of different resistance strategies used
by organizational members.

In contrast, field research within contemporary organizations
that has been guided by Foucault's theorizing has been quite
rare. Examples include Kerfoot, Knights, and Morgan's
(1992) analysis of the strategy cycle within a bank, Knights
and Murray's (1994) study of the development of information
technology, and Sewell and Wilkinson's {1992) study of just
in time (JIT) and total quality management (TQM) practices.
Among the few field studies of the development of identity,
Grey's (1994) examined disciplinary and socialization tech-
nigues applied to lower-level entrants into a public account-
ing firm as important features of initially developing a career
as a project of the self. Moreover, whereas Townley (1993,
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1994) explicitly considered MBO and mentoring as tech-
niques complicit in the constitution of organizational identi-
ties, unlike our work, she used an archival approach. Conse-
guently, ours appears to be the first Foucauldian-informed
field study directed at examining three interdependent pro-
cesses involved in the exercise of control: (1) the application
of one specific form of disciplinary technique, MBO, to ren-
der partners calculable; (2) the adoption of one specific tech-
nique of the self, mentoring, which relies on the process of
avowal; and (3) the emergence of conflictual and comple-
mentary interrelations between these techniques that in-
volve the exercise of power and its resistance, through
which MBO and mentoring became intertwined to constitute
the identity of the partner provisionally as corporate clone.
By bringing theoretical insights to illuminate the fine-grained
lived experiences of organizational participants, we not only
enrich the empirical purchase of Foucauldian concepts but
also provide a theoretical language to situate better the on-
going struggles over identity in contemporary organizations.

MBO. MBO became a fashionable and widely adopted
managerial technique during the 1970s for planning future
strategies, allocating resources for implementing plans, and
assigning responsibility to and evaluating organizational
members (Drucker, 1976; Kondrasuk, 1981). MBO was seen
to remedy the tendency of “highly educated specialists”
whose "‘contribution [is] in the form of specialized knowl-
edge”’ to make their “craft or function an end in itself"” and
get them to "‘see the business as a whole and understand
what it requires of them’ (Drucker, 1993: 432). Ostensibly
designed to promote the self-management concept, the em-
phasis on objectives as an orientating device required not
only that individual objectives “‘always derive from the
goals” of the business enterprise, but also that they "'spell
out [the individual] contribution to the attainment of company
goals’' (Drucker, 1993: 439). Integral to MBO was thus the
imperative that individuals conduct themselves with refer-
ence to organizational goals “‘and control their own perfor-
mance,”” which thereby “enables us to substitute manage-
ment by self-control for management by domination. . . . And
this is genuine freedom. . . [since] it substitutes for control
from outside the stricter, more exacting and more effective
control from inside"" (Drucker, 1993: 440, 442). In short,
MBO is intended as a disciplinary technique that encodes
organizational goals within the individual, so that individuals
acting in their own interests generate organizationally favor-
able outcomes. Prior research pertaining to MBO has tended
to focus on which of its facets management could unilater-
ally modify so that it would better serve the organization,
such as improving goal clarity, increasing the involvement of
management, improving the timeliness of feedback, and in-
creasing interaction across hierarchical levels (Carroll and
Tosi, 1973; Aplin and Schoderbek, 1976). Prior research has
stopped well short of probing the constitutive properties of
the power-resistance dynamic and MBOQO'’s influence in trans-
forming the identity of those controlled. Moreover, while ex-
isting critiques of MBO focus on identifying the gap be-
tween the aims of MBO and its achievements, when MBO
Is understood as a technique of normalization, it is clear that
such a gap is internal to and necessitated by MBO itself. Ac-
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cordingly, we suggest that the purported failure of MBO is
instead a measure of its success—for normalization requires
that the norms be continually raised and that the abnormal
be marked at some distance from the normal and thereby be
subjected to the force of normalization.

Mentoring. In contrast to MBO, mentoring, as an explicit
managerial technique, is a relatively new “‘discovery’” of an
ancient phenomenon (Mentor was the instructor of Ulysses’
son Telemachus), for “in recent years there has been an ex-
plosion of interest in mentoring’” {Blackwell, 1996: 36).
Sometimes also called coaching or counseling, it has gained
support since the early 1980s as “part of an increasing ten-
dency in employee development . . . to move away from
centralized training programs to individually tailored develop-
ment”’ (Townley, 1994: 123}. Mentoring is driven partly by
the "‘need to meet an organization’s goals,” including “the
need to develop effective leaders’ and “‘to extract full poten-
tial from all employees’” (Burgess, 1994: 439, 445). It in-
volves relations between senior managers and junior em-
ployees, in which the latter can ““become interwoven into an
organization’s culture’” by efforts of the former, who, em-
bodying the "core values that best promote desired organi-
zational culture,” "help frame the inculcation process’’ as
well as “help cultivate desired norms and values’ (Townley,
1994: 125). Mentoring thus appears as a technique by which
junior members absorb, imbibe, and interiorize the more
subtle, tacit, and noncodifiable aspects of an organization's
goals, which are embodied in superiors and with which they
develop their new identities as firm members (Kanter, 1977,
Kram, 1983; Noe, 1998; Ragins, 1989). In addition, it has
been held that the relationship is interdependent in that both
the mentor and the protégé engage in greater self-disclosure
of privileged information and take personal and career risks
as the relationship deepens; thus, mentoring predominately
relies on a bidirectional discourse between the protégé and
mentor (Burgess, 1994). Research to date has generally
tended to focus on key phases and attributes of effective
mentoring relations, examine its impact on the protégeé’s ca-
reer and organizational performance, and explore differential
access to mentors by women and minorities (Kram, 1983).
Research has stopped short of probing mentoring’s relation
to the power-resistance dynamic, the constitution of identity
by organizational members, and the mutual constitution of
formal organizational practices and idiosyncratic social pro-
cesses (Townley, 1994).

Foucault's work can be useful in complicating our under-
standing of MBO and mentoring in contemporary organiza-
tions. Regarding Foucault’s notion of the calculated, Townley
(1993: 526) theorized that “"human resource management
{(HRM) provides measurement of both physical and subjec-
tive dimensions of labor, offering a technology that renders
individuals and their behavior predictable and calculable™ by
providing performance appraisal systems that bind individu-
als to a measuring system with which they may come to
define their organizational reality and their own identities.
Townley specifically identified MBO (1993: 532; 1994: 67—
73) as one form of disciplinary technology that seeks to ren-
der individuals recordable, visible, and calculable by compar-
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ing an individual's documented goal achievements with
organizational norms. She theorized that MBO renders time
and activity productive, as in Foucault’s {1979: 160) “capitali-
zation of time,”” wherein certain objectives are to be
achieved within specified time limits using a productivity rat-
ing index that performs a panoptic surveillance function.
When applied to such judges of normality as professional
accountants, MBO may be seen as a form of judging the
judges (Foucault, 1979: 295; see also Rose, 1988; Knights,
1992).

Regarding the notion of avowal, Townley (1994, 1995) theo-
rized that HRM practices may be seen as forms of technol-
ogy of the self embodied by a series of discursive practices
by which subjects come to be tied to their identity {see also
Ashforth and Mael, 1989). Identifying mentoring as one spe-
cific form of technology of the self, she emphasized the
techniques by which people are urged to talk about them-
selves and thus recognize and become tied to the "'truth” of
what they say. According to Townley (1993: 531-537), men-
toring infuses the protégé with the norms and values of the
organization. Absorbing these values leads to the protégé’s
identity as an organizational subject who may exert self-disci-
pline within organizational coordinates. Moreover, she
agreed with Rose (1990: 240), who stated that “'in comply-
ing, persuading and inciting subjects to disclose themselves,
finer and more intimate regions of personal and interpersonal
life come under surveillance and are opened up for expert
judgment and normative evaluation, for classification and cor-
rection.”” Mentoring is linked to Foucault's conception of
technologies of the self in that it involves a relation between
two persons in which the protégé verbalizes the intimate
details of his or her life to the mentor, who interprets them
and guides the protégé, thus transforming the protégé’s sub-
jectivity. In so doing, the mentor also verbalizes his or her
own values and intentions, seeking to offer an exemplar of
subjectivity, rooted in organizational imperatives, of a subjec-
tivity that duplicates the organization.

Using Foucault’s theorizing, our purpose is to demonstrate
that both MBO and mentoring, as managerial programs dif-
ferentially aimed at constituting the subjectivities of organiza-
tional members, involve relations of power that are linked
with regimes of knowledge. MBQO, insofar as it requires a
careful drafting of goals and calibration of performance mea-
surements, embodies elements of disciplinary technigues
that render partners calculable, fit them into a grid in which
they are compared with peers, and thus subject them to
forces of normalization. In addition, insofar as it also requires
yearly counseling sessions between supervisors and subordi-
nates, MBO contains elements of a formal system of
avowal, as partners must talk about the details of their per-
formance, emphasizing their failings and remedies for over-
coming them, thus adding to the force of normalization.
Mentoring, insofar as it relies primarily on an intimate, bidi-
rectional, ongoing discourse between mentor and protégé, is
predominately a form of avowal in which the subject partner
isidiscursively constituted. Moreover, as we demonstrate
below, it is through the partially conflictual, partially comple-
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mentary interrelationship between MBO and mentoring that
power and resistance are exercised in the Big Six firms.

Our analysis of MBO and mentoring is not an exhaustive ac-
count of technigues of discipline and the self in the Big Six.
MBO is one of an array of disciplinary techniques in public
accounting firms whose involvement in the social construc-
tion of subjective reality is beginning to be explored in the
accounting literature (Arrington and Francis, 1993; Hopwood,
1996). Although accounting as a disciplinary practice itself
has been examined in prior research (e.g., Miller and
O'Leary, 1987; Rosenlender, 1992), other surveillance tech-
niques applied within public accounting firms include audit
engagement time budgets (McNair, 1991; Coffey, 1994;
Dirsmith, Heian, and Covaleski, 1997), audit sampling (Pow-
ers, 1992), audit risk assessments {Haskins and Dirsmith,
1991), expert systems (Fischer, 1996; Rosen and Baroudi,
1992; Sakolsky, 1992}, materiality judgments (Carpenter et
al., 1994; Brunsson, 1993), and peer review (Fogarty, 1996).
In addition, MBO may be melded with techniques such as
budgeting (Drucker, 1976) and TQM (Emerson, 1996). Simi-
larly, mentoring joins such other techniques of the self as
formal training programs and socialization practices (Fogarty,
1992), formal counseling sessions for staff auditors (Grey,
1994), and formal mentoring programs for staff auditors, es-
pecially for women and minority group members, for whom
informal mentoring may be less available (Townley, 1994:
125; KPMG Peat Marwick, 1996). These analyses contrast
with the predominant research in the accounting literature,
which is represented as authoritative accounts of an objec-
tive reality.

RESEARCH METHODS

Foucault {1980: 96-102) offered five methodological precau-
tions for the analysis of power/knowledge and the constitu-
tion of the subject that we bore in mind in our inquiries: (1)
the focus should be on examining power in its local forms
and institutions, where it becomes capillary; we examined
specific public accounting firms; (2) rather than focus on who
exercises power and why, attention should be placed on
how it is exercised, power in a direct and immediate rela-
tionship with its target; we focused on the application of dis-
ciplinary and avowal techniques to firm line partners; (3)
rather than view power as something possessed, it should
be analyzed as something that “circulates’’ in the "“form of a
chain,” in which the subject is simultaneously constituted
and serves as a link of power; we analyzed the process by
which partners are constituted as “‘corporate clones’
through the exercise of power and its resistance; (4) focus
should be placed on conducting an ascending analysis of
power by examining specific disciplinary and subjectivizing
techniques; we probed the application of MBO and mentor-
ing to transform partners into “‘corporate clones’’; and (5)
focus should be placed on understanding specific, localized
systems of observation and control that are influenced by
local conditions, thus supporting the production of disciplin-
ary technigues in situ; we examined how MBO was re-
sisted, transformed, and diverted to serve the purposes of
linespartners, in part via mentoring, and who, in the process,
reconstituted MBO, mentoring, and their own identities.
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We addressed Foucault's concerns pertaining to the objecti-
fication of the subject by means of an ethnographic field
study of the partners in the Big Six public accounting firms.
We judged these professional organizations especially and
ironically appropriate to examine because of their strong in-
volvement in the development of disciplinary practices in
contemporary organizations, that is, as agents of the norm
who are also susceptible to its power. The organizations
studied include Arthur Andersen, Ernst & Young, Coopers &
Lybrand, Deloitte & Touche, KPMG Peat Marwick, and Price
Waterhouse. Among the largest professional organizations in
the world, they are partnerships and, as such, are marked by
a coincidence of partners owning, administrating, and prac-
ticing within the firms. In terms of size, the 1995 interna-
tional firm revenues of the Big Six firms ranged from $3.9
billion to approximately $8.1 billion. The number of U.S. part-
ners ranged from approximately 930 to 1,770, and total U.S.
staff from approximately 9,370 to 23,180 (Public Accounting
Report, 1995a, 1995b, 1995¢). Their starting salaries ranged
from over $30,000 annually to a beginning partner salary of
$150,000 reported by one firm, to a four-year partner aver-
age salary of $250,000, to an executive office senior partner
salary of over $1 million. They are among the largest recruit-
ers of undergraduate accounting majors, and accounting is
typically one of the largest majors on U.S. university cam-
puses (Public Accounting Report, 1988). Their clients make
up 98 percent of the companies traded on the New York
Stock Exchange {Public Accounting Report, 1995a).

In-depth interviews were held with 180 individuals in an on-
going study of management practices within the Big Six that
began in 1980; thus, the study complies with the ethno-
graphic prescription of prolonged engagement (Lincoln and
Guba, 1985; Van Maanen, 1988). The analysis presented
here is based on fieldwork that has spanned fifteen years
and a number of studies (see also Covaleski and Dirsmith,
1990). Our work has focused on understanding the substan-
tive domain of public accounting, as opposed to examining
the efficacy of certain theories or using particular research
methods; with time, this became evident to participants,
who accordingly devoted more resources to communicating
with us. We continually shared our emerging interpretations
of their lived experiences in the form of member checks,
working papers, and articles, which gave them comfort that
there were similar ""poor fools’ in the firms, insight into
trends in and across the firms in that, in sharing information,
they and we gained information, and evidence that their par-
ticipation was being attended to and mattered in the prepa-
ration of manuscripts. Vital to moving beyond the facade of
the firms and "'party-line”” descriptions of the firms was de-
veloping ongoing relationships with informants. These
people proved interested in constructing a connection to the
academic world to enable them and their firm to better un-
derstand their lived experiences and also to enable us to
pass on to our students—and future members of their
firms—key aspects of what it means to be a professional in
contemporary organizations. These people also proved in-
valuable in refining and developing new lines of inquiry and
identifying additional participants. Once it was evident to
other firm members that we had moved beyond the facade,
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we more easily obtained their full cooperation. Here, for ex-
ample, almost all of the inconsistent observations that we
encountered had to do with initially receiving party-line de-
scriptions of the firms that were abandoned in subsequent
interviews because of better information from our infor-
mants. Two additional though similar technigues that proved
useful were interviewing small groups of firm members (es-
pecially when they represented different ranks or administra-
tive versus practice positions) and having two researchers
“work”" the participants, which also proved useful in devel-
oping the participant as an informant. Finally, commitment to
and persistence in understanding the lived experiences of
the Big Six firm members helped contribute to their commit-
ment to the project. From a grounded theory perspective
(Strauss, 1987), we also found that we gained more depth in
our fieldwork by continuously attending to nuances in our
theoretical perspective and, in our theoretical analysis, by
attending to nuances in our fieldwork.

The ranks of individuals participating in the study included
the following ranks in ascending order: audit staff; audit se-
niors; managers; audit partners (all of the foregoing individu-
als were members of practice offices); division head partners
for audit, tax, and consulting; practice office managing part-
ners (members of the foregoing ranks make up the engage-
ment teams that perform the audits); regional managing part-
ners; national office directors of advanced audit methods,
research, human resources, and professional education; na-
tional office deputy chairman and chairman; retired national
and international chairman; international deputy chairman;
and international chairman of accounting and auditing (the
foregoing individuals tended to be members of the adminis-
trative offices). In terms of numbers of interviews held by
rank, there were 25 interviews with audit staff, 35 with audit
seniors, 52 with managers, 58 with partners, and 10 with
support staff. Interviews ranged from one hour to four non-
consecutive work weeks. The latter entailed accompanying
an office managing partner, since promoted to regional part-
ner, as he met with his office staff and professional person-
nel, national office personnel, client executives, directors of
charitable organizations, civic leaders, and his family mem-
bers and as he gave an interview for a radio broadcast. Par-
ticipants were spread fairly evenly across the firms up
through practice office division heads and precisely evenly
for practice office managing partners. National and interna-
tional office participants primarily came from three of the
firms, although individuals up through the national office
were interviewed in the remaining firms. Individual and firm
anonymity were guaranteed.

The questions we asked were naturalistic in character and
were designed to elicit participants’ interpretations of their
everyday actions and events as they pertained to the exer-
cise of the control and social processes that enabled them
to understand and survive in their work environments, using
their own language. In addition, we selected participants by
asking about specific kinds of staff. For example, high-level
administrators were asked to identify those who were "'cut-
ting'edge practice office managing partners.” We also asked
interviewees for input on who should be interviewed next.
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One particularly telling question that proved useful for invent-
ing context/participant-relevant questions was, “'If you were
a fly on a wall in my interview with person X, what question
would you like me to ask?"”

Interviews were conducted primarily in participants’ offices,
although other sites included restaurants, bars, taxicabs, sub-
ways, boats, computer labs, parks, and seminar rooms. In-
terviews were usually conducted one on one, although inter-
views by one researcher with multiple participants were
frequent during which participants became so engaged in
debating the issues that the researcher became the fly on
the wall. Finally, toward the end of the fieldwork, two re-
searchers interviewed participants identified in previous in-
terviews as informants {Lincoln and Guba, 1985), typically for
three to six hours. Interviews were conducted until we
reached a point of saturation (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

Interview data were supplemented with life history and key-
event work activity narratives of practice office managing
partners that they recorded on microcassette tape recorders
over a six-month period; archival material pertaining to firm
history, international office, national office, practice office,
and partner planning documents; and newspaper coverage
of such events as firm mergers, changes in management
cadre, lawsuits, size and profitability metrics, and client turn-
over, primarily as disclosed in the Wall Street Journal, Public
Accounting Reporter, and the New York Times.

Following ethnographic prescriptions, we took a number of
steps to ensure the trustworthiness of the study. First, we
used multiple sources to corroborate pertinent observations
and examined and reconciled inconsistent observations. Sec-
ond, the functions of data collection and interpretation were
partially segregated. Third, we returned transcripts of life his-
tory narratives for editing by participants. Fourth, we per-
formed extensive member checks by sharing interpretations
with participants to ascertain whether they considered how
we described their lived experiences appropriate, and we
distributed formal reports and interim publications to those
expressing an interest in the ongoing study. Fifth, we paid
attention to ensuring the "‘auditability’” of our field notes and
transcripts. And sixth, the researcher conducting the direct
observation portion of the study kept a daily journal of his
fieldwork and was interviewed as a subject to reflect on his
research as a lived experience (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Van
Maanen, 1988, 1995; Manning, 1995; Knights, 1996).

Foucault (1983) observed that turning real lives into written
texts is itself a technique of objectification and subjection.
Consistent with this thesis, we found that as we shared our
interpretations with our “‘subjects,” these interpretations be-
came part of their lived experiences. For example, partners
participating early in the study returned to us after two to
three years to indicate that our work had changed, albeit
modestly, how they viewed their firms, despite our then
naive view that we were merely representing their social
world, not taking part in its construction. Similarly, the labels
of MBO and mentoring, then not widely used with the firms,
became a more widely used part of the firms’ lexicon (e.g.,
KPMG Peat Marwick, 1996). Academic prose also had an
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impact. For example, we were told by a firm national direc-
tor of professional education, after a presentation hostilely
received by academics, that our proposed strategy of
"“schizophrenic hypocrisy” (see also Brunsson, 1993) for
dealing with the paradoxes of practice had been incorporated
into the firm's partner training program. in addition, we have
been firm members and are faculty of accounting who teach
future firm members. We also found our early interpretations
to be only temporarily useful in understanding a fluid social
context in which partners’ identities were not wholly stable.
For example, our earlier research suggested that mentors
were successful in helping protégés resist such disciplinary
techniques as MBO, while changing circumstances sug-
gested that the social construction of the subject partner oc-
curred through interrelated techniques of discipline and the
self (Dirsmith, Heian, and Covaleski, 1997). Thus, our work
should not be seen as an exhaustive, authoritative, passive
record of an objective reality; rather, we, as well as our pro-
visional account, are part of the social construction of a sub-
jective reality that may prove of limited value over time and
space. Because we recognized the interplay between trust-
worthiness and subjectivity, in our narrative we attempted
(1) to preserve many striking stories told by participants to
demonstrate that our accounts represent their interpretations
of their experiences, but also necessarily to bring into play
our own imaginations (Van Maanen, 1988: 102; 1995); (2) to
retain some modesty, in that ours are but provisional inter-
pretations of disciplinary practices and social processes,
power, and knowledge, and our narrative should be seen as
““tacking back and forth between’ (Van Maanen, 1988: 138)
the two fluid “cultures’” involved in the research—Big Six
firm members and researchers; and (3) to express our inter-
pretations as “‘impressions’’ gained from the fieldwork,
which may diverge from those of other researchers (Van
Maanen, 1988, 1995).

THE CALCULATIVE PRACTICE OF MBO

MBO was implemented within the Big Six at the national
office level by administrative partners, all of whom had risen
to their position from practice, who were frequently advised
and counseled by human resources specialists. The firms’
approaches to MBO proved consistent with Foucault’s
(1979: 182) concept of normalization. The firms tended to
situate partners’ actions in a larger whole by arranging firm,
office, and individual goals into a hierarchical structure in
which each partner’s objectives were nested in the local of-
fice's general business plan, which factored in the local busi-
ness environment and client base. Similarly, the local office
plans were nested in the firm's overall plans. This nesting of
partners’ goals within office and firm goals points to the de-
velopment of ever-expanding norms of behavior. Consistent
with the prescriptions of MBO advocates, yearly and some-
times monthly counseling sessions were held between su-
pervisors and subordinates to discuss the latters’ perfor-
mance. One international firm partner reported that his firm
was trying to engender an international firm orientation, as
opposed to the traditional U.S. firm orientation, and that his
role was to assess the degree to which national firms were
conforming to overall international firm goals in terms of
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new clients served and homogeneity of audit procedures
applied, irrespective of national culture, thus developing yet
another level of norms.

Concerning Foucault's proposal that normalization produces
hierarchies of differentiation by means of quantitative mea-
surements, we found that partners’ objectives were typically
expressed in such quantitative terms as "profits per part-
ner,”” with one regional managing partner observing that "'by
changing the words used to describe the line partners’ activi-
ties, or even to change the meaning of familiar words, the
firm hoped to change their behavior.” Line partners, in turn,
documented a commitment to these objectives in writing
and were then monitored as to how well they accomplished
them. Standards of performance included specific dollar
sales targets, targeted realization rates (collected fees as a
percentage of charged costs), and client billings. Partners
then began the budget cycle, reporting their results at year
end and possibly during the year to the office managing part-
ners. According to another regional partner, practice offices
were subject to periodic visits by the firm’s deputy manag-
ing partner to ascertain if the office was ""meeting plan,”
which served as a norm, or to begin remedial actions when
it was not. These plans focused almost solely on financial
goals. Such visits thus established a normalization dynamic
in which the local office and, in conseguence, its partners
were encouraged to conform to firm norms.

A general argument for MBO advanced by administrative
partners was its usefulness in promoting long-term commit-
ment to financial goals. Thus, it was designed to allow the
firm to take action on the actions of line partners by coordi-
nating their actions across time and space. Without the for-
mal, enforced focus on these goals, administrative partners
feared that the line partners would perform ineffectively.
That line partners’ clients used MBO registered clearly with
the administrative partners, who saw it as a widely legiti-
mated form of business custom that would be useful in re-
minding practice partners that they worked for an enterprise
rather than being autonomous professionals. Thus, the firms
sought to transform the identities of their partners, who tra-
ditionally prized their professional autonomy.

International firm partners pointed to two related forces con-
tributing to the trend toward the centralization of authority in
the national and even international firm offices and the adop-
tion of such formal management control techniques as
MBO. The first force was the trend toward organizing client-
based rather than office-based service teams in response to
the service needs of clients who increasingly spanned geo-
graphical boundaries, which necessitated a rotation of part-
ner assignments. This trend encouraged firm members to
emphasize the service needs of clients and the correspond-
ing economic goals of the firm through formal management
control measures and served as yet another norm and force
of normalization applied to partners. One disadvantage of
this trend was reported to be the assignment of individuals
to transitory client service teams from different offices rather
than to audit teams from a single office. Such assignments
tended to leave individuals unintegrated into a social milieu
that would subjectivize them as potential partners, thus in-
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creasing the need for applying such disciplinary practices as
MBO, in the hope of achieving the same end.

A second force concerned an effort to make audit practice
uniform worldwide. One international partner reported that
his goal was to develop a “‘one-firm concept.” He reported
that his firm’s long-term goal was for him to approve person-
ally every audit proposal for new, large clients—a responsibil-
ity traditionally reserved for the managing partner of each
local practice office, thus supporting the predominance of
firm norms. One of a complex of efforts to ""harmonize’’ or,
in Foucault's terms, ‘‘normalize’ audit practice worldwide,
this new policy appeared to be directed at removing respon-
sibility from line partners, office managing partners, and
even national offices, to emphasize that it is the firm that
renders client service, not the individual human being. It
struck at the line partners’ principal means of exercising
power—oproprietary knowledge of the client—thus dividing
the practice partner from that knowledge and, de facto, from
the client. This act was graphically described by one regional
managing partner as "‘cutting the line partner’s nuts off,”
although he himself was actively rotating partners among
clients to emphasize that their own firm was their identity.
When U.S. and U.K. national office partners recognized the
change in how power was exercised, they moved to termi-
nate this international position when the occupant retired.

The administrative partners stressed documenting the goals
of the practice partners on paper as a form of quasi-contract
or, in Foucault’s terms, examination, thus making them fac-
tual, visible, and enforceable if they departed from estab-
lished norms. Upper-level management believed that such
specific identification generated commitment, and commit-
ment motivated action. For example, one participant who
was assigned as a '‘turn-around’’ managing partner for a
troubled office, informed the line partners of the office's
new strategic financial goals, which had been specifically
“targeted”’ for him by the national office, thus establishing a
minimum threshold to be cleared. He also told them that if
they could not “buy into” and achieve these goals, they
should consider themselves “counseled out” of the firm.
Many did, in fact, resign, observing that public accounting
had increasingly become ““a young man’s business’ in which
only the young think they can “do twenty percent more ev-
ery year,” thus suggesting the dynamic nature of the norm.

Beyond the documentation attendant to MBO was a continu-
ing discourse about goals and performance, suggesting there
is an avowal facet to the MBO process. One partner re-
vealed in a resignation interview that the firm “‘took over my
life,” for example, by routing all calls to his home when he
was sick and routinely having a series of Federal Express
packages awaiting his arrival at vacation destinations,
thereby indicating to him that "'vou're supposed to be a con-
summate professional twenty-four hours a day.”” Partners’
documentation and discourse of goals thus became expres-
sions of their identity—they were, after all, each partner’s
own goals—such that the firm wished the partner to be-
come a ''realization rate,”” a "‘revenue stream.” With this act
of writing, the partner could be compared with peers,
ranked, and thus pressured to comply with the norm (Fou-
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cault, 1979: 182). According to a regional managing partner,
the development and application of norms is quite conscious
in his firm:

When we have monthly sales meetings with all the partners [in the
region] every month, each partner has sales goals and targets. And
every month we have a report that comes out, it's very fancy, and
it's got a bar chart, it's got it by partner’s name, and it shows what
he did last year in terms of total revenues, what he's doing year to
date this year, what he did year to date last year, and what his plan
is for this year [which he terms “‘entrepreneurial reports’’]. Every
month he sees the peer pressure because he's got to get up, and
there's a flip chart up there and an overhead, and he's got to ex-
plain [to fellow partners] why he’s behind plan or ahead of plan.

A senior administrative partner reported that market stagna-
tion caused him to focus on modifying one of the few avail-
able endogenous factors to increase partners’ compensation
by "'right-sizing”’ (that is, terminating) hundreds of partners to
reach a number more supportable by a stable revenue base:
“Being a partner to many represents a very significant goal
and has significant stature. However, as a result of a specific
effort over the past several years to improve the value of
partnership by controlling the number of partners—that is,
improving financial leverage, substantially improving the
earnings of partners, and instituting partner wealth-building
programs—the status of partners has substantially im-
proved.”” Thus, “controlling” the number of practice partners
could instead be redefined as ““financial leverage” for the
partners’ own financial good, which also points to the link-
age between the identity of “"being a partner’” and financial
considerations. Part of the reduction alluded to in the num-
ber of partners appears to have been effected by retaining
only those partners who would “buy into” the firm'’s finan-
cial goals, thus reproducing these goals within the individual.
One resigned senior manager observed: "The stick is so
hard and held over you for so long [until you make partner]
that the carrot [money] has to be big. But even then, there is
still the stick.”

The administrative partners did not focus on just the financial
goals of their practice partners, but also on relatively more
intimate details, even their bodies. The human resources
areas in national offices developed handouts detailing what
was and was not appropriate clothing and appearance. Inap-
propriate were “‘rubber watches,” “‘short socks/hairy legs,”
“white pantyhose,”” and the ‘miniature male look.” Blank
"Professional Appearance Action Plan” forms, detailing
planned clothing and accessory purchases, were distributed
at in-house staff training programs. This focus on the body,
however, even extended to partners, as one resigned na-
tional office partner commented:

| remember an [IMBQ] counseling session when they told me that a
couple of times they had detected that | didn’t have my tie stuck
back enough behind my collar, and they could see a little line of it
under my collar, and that it wasn’t professional appearance, and
that if | was going to make partner, | had to project a more profes-
sional appearance. In fact, that was seemingly as important as my
technical ability. | was infuriated. | told him that was the most
penny-ante bullshit that | had been told in a long time.
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According to Stevens (1981), this attention to intimate detail
extends even into “personal” life. He wrote of a high-level
administrative partner driving past the home of a fellow part-
ner who was shirtless, cutting his grass; the administrator
stopped to chastise the practitioner for not using his time
more productively and not appearing partner-like even at his
own home. It was also reported to us during interviews that
even having the correct spouse, one committed to the firm,
could enhance one's career; the firm, in effect, was getting
a "two-fer’” (two for the price of one). One regional partner
and his wife reported that they could not understand why
members of the firm sought to segregate their professional
from their personal lives. For this couple, the professional
life was the personal life and, for them, this melded exis-
tence was "‘fun.”” Spouses were expected not only to repre-
sent the firm at such events as client functions, but also
with the firm member to whom they were married. The re-
gional managing partner who described the use of flip charts
at monthly meetings proudly stated that he sent the entre-
preneurial reports home to the partners’ spouses “'to add a
little more pressure’’ for achieving the individual’s, office’s,
and region’s objectives. Thus did norms and normalization
extend from the professional to the personal life as inspec-
tions became more meticulous, even fussy.

In contrast with the hopes of administrators, practice part-
ners believed MBO efforts were clearly subordinate to their
own client service demands, reporting that their clients’ busi-
ness and financial reporting cycle effectively "'calendarized”
their own internal administrative processes. Line partners
thus employed the same “‘client service” discourse in a
strategy of resistance to reaffirm their own autonomy and
stature as professionals, against the very same discourse
that sought to integrate them with the firm. Indeed, “client
service'' appeared to be waved as a banner. The attitude
was that the audit team, not a national office, produced qual-
ity client service and, perhaps more important, fees. The na-
tional office existed to serve line partners and to represent
and defend the firm to outsiders. In fact, many line partners
viewed the national office as “overhead.”! Not lost on line
partners was that their direct client contact was a vital in-
strument in their resistance against becoming corporate
clones. One regional managing partner observed, ‘'Partners
do not give up power for money [which accrues from meet-
ing targeted goals]. They've made more money as partners
than they ever anticipated, so client base is their protection,
their identity, and they refuse to give up this security for the
good of the firm."”

Consistent with the presumption of autonomy and resis-
tance to an attempted transformation of their professional
stature, line partners’ attitudes toward MBO ranged from
disdain to lukewarm acceptance: “lt's a bullshit political pro-
cess that gives national the appearance of managing our
practice’’; and "It does nothing to help us better manage

! o ourselves,” which invokes the legitimacy of self-manage-

In response, to be able to maintain their .. : D

identity as a “revenue generator,” which  Ment. Among administrators, the views were more positive:

was useful in dealing with line partners, "We just have not done anything with it as of yet, though it
mi%l‘i"&?ff ative parners reported s promise.” ‘Maybe the lack of success does not lie with
continuing contact with key clients. MBO, but rather with our implementation of it.”” But MBO
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did not completely lack impact. While the downside of “not
meeting goals'’ was a loss of face among fellow partners
and even spouses, exceeding plan did bring financial re-
wards and other forms of recognition. As the “leading sales
manager,’’ one regional managing partner observed that his
partners were more energized by the open recognition
marked by such awards—which line partners described as
"hokey bullshit”—as “Top Gun'’ caps, “Eye of the Tiger”
boxing trunks, and the most recent high-end athletic shoe
awarded for being a "'fast tracker.”” As he stated, "“After a
while [striving to exceed targeted objectives] had nothing to
do with the bonus, that the bonuses actually became pea-
nuts. It's the concept of having people fired up and being
recognized—we publish their names every month. ... It's a
lot of "atta boys’.”” We observed such "'campaign ribbons”
on display in the line partners’ offices in subsequent inter-
views. As Napoleon observed, “‘Men die for baubles” (i.e.,
medals for heroism).

Line partners, however, did not attribute the need to adopt
MBO-like practices, nor their partial fallure, nor MBO's
power/knowledge attributes to administrative partners, but
to more abstract and distant forces: administration itself and
the overall commercialization of the profession, in which pro-
fessional activity was increasingly becoming commodified.
Metaphorically, the line partners saw that it was the panopti-
con and not the guard per se that was exercising power
over them. The disparity between views of MBO was mani-
fested in the apparent division between administrative part-
ners and practice partners, as observed by an office division
director: “To the extent that you get into the administrative
role, you've left the profession. You're not dealing with all
that technical stuff, the client problems and their business.
You're dealing with your own business problems. | would
like to know how they resolve the conflict between their be-
ing a professional and a pure business man.”” Evident in this
partner's remarks was the perception that administrative
partners’ identities had fundamentally changed from being
professionals to businesspeople, even though all administra-
tive partners had been promoted to their positions from
practice partner positions. It seems that while the corporate
cloning of administrative partners was seen as a fait accom-
pli, at issue is when and how this transformation had taken
place.

MENTORING AND THE STRUGGLES OVER IDENTITY

Participants described mentoring as a predominantly social
process that helped them better understand and survive in
an active political milieu, though not all experienced such
relationships. It also served as a locus of resistance to disci-
plinary practices applied within the firms. While formal men-
toring programs were found to be in use in the firms, these
were reported to be largely ineffectual, directed at lower-
ranking firm members, and of short duration.

Unlike MBO, mentoring was a strategy that originated with
administrative partners, who applied it to line partners. Men-
toring almost always arose among practitioners, where rela-
tionships first developed, and then seems to have spread to
the administrative component with the promotion of men-
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tors to administrative positions. We found mentoring rela-
tions to be long-term and characterized by role differentia-
tion. Among line partners and line managers, far-ranging
career and even lifestyle counseling were reported to take
place and were, in earlier phases, focused on negotiating the
difficult path to partnership and, later, in forming an elite
management cadre. Mentor-partners had for a long period
observed protégés’ performance, commitment to the firm
and clients, ability to handle increased visibility, discretion
and loyalty to the firm and mentor, and the potential to ap-
pear and behave like a partner. Mentors also saw the poten-
tial in the protégé that he or she would eventually, with
proper nurturing by the mentor, not view professional en-
deavor as a job, but as a way of life. Protégé-managers had
ample occasion to observe the mentors’ exercise of power,
self-confidence, willingness to extend themselves and take
risks, "'visibility” to protégés, and dependability. One sea-
soned practice-office division head recounted that his key
turning point in achieving partnership was having his office's
managing partner, and subsequently his mentor, assume the
role of engagement partner for a key problematic client. Dur-
ing the engagement, the partner had the simultaneous op-
portunity to observe the manager’'s commitment to the cli-
ent, guide the manager in better orchestrating this
relationship, and then demonstrate this relationship to promi-
nent partners in the office.

Mentoring requires that the mentor display himself or herself
to the protégé as an embodied symbol. According to one
line partner, ‘Being a good mentor means making myself
visible to my protégé in order for him to more fully under-
stand what it means to behave, look like and be a partner.”
Guidance and direction is provided by example and exhorta-
tion, wherein the mentor puts on display his or her own
identity as a firm member. One national office partner told of
one practice partner’s involvement with a lawsuit over an
alleged audit failure (information concerning which is in the
public domain). Curious that the related audit opinion bore
the “signature” of the firm name rather than the partner’s
name, the prosecutor asked, ""Just who is Price Water-
house?’” The partner replied, "'/ am Price Waterhouse!"

Informants reported that the intimate details of career and
personal difficulties were shared in face-to-face encounters
between mentors and protégés, but the information ap-
peared to flow in both directions. Largely off the record and
discussed among trusted people, the mentor’s guidance and
advice could be highly specific and “gritty,”" covering the pro-
tégé's relations with clients and key partners, the commer-
cial aspects of the firm, the protégé’'s appearance and be-
havior, and the politics of practice. Because it flowed from
one person to another, with the implicit intent of aiding the
protégé, our participants never described mentoring as
“penny-ante bullshit.”” Mentors offered “'no punches pulled”
guidance and criticism, and protégés reported on how other
firm members perceived their mentors’ placement in the or-
ganization and saw them as ""on the bus’ or “on track”
{travel metaphors tended to demonstrate an ability to exer-
cise power) in maintaining their status during the firm’'s
change of ''destination’” toward being seen as a profit-mak-
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ing enterprise. In essence, the mentor served a hermeneutic
function by informing the protégé of the protégé’s faults and
failures, contextualizing them, and describing their conse-
guences. Meanwhile, the protégé also performed a herme-
neutic function by informing the mentor how the mentor
was perceived by others within the firm. While the intent
was to assist the protége to develop and become tied to an
emerging organizational identity, in the act of listening, ver-
balizing, and making visible partner-like behavior, even the
identity of the mentor showed signs of subtle transforma-
tion.

As with MBO, mentoring revealed its hierarchical and long-
term character by means of immediate, sometimes nonver-
bal communication and obedience. One manager reported
attending a speech by the regional managing partner from
another office. While this person spoke, the participant’s
mentor, an office division director for auditing, subsequently
promoted to regional managing partner, tried to improve the
alignment of the overhead projector for him. One angry
glance from the presenter effectively communicated his dis-
pleasure with the division head, who quietly sat back, folded
his hands, and remained silent for the rest of the speech.
The manager reported that this was the point when he real-
ized the speaker was his mentor’'s mentor. In another partici-
pant story, a line partner division head told of the firm ban-
guet following his promotion to partner. During cocktails, the
executive managing partner approached him, looked at him
carefully from head to foot, and commented, 'VWhat's with
the beard?’" The division head replied that there was nothing
at all "'new’’ about it, that he had had it for over four years.
The division head subsequently found out that his mentor,
the managing partner of his practice office, had removed a
picture depicting the beard from his partnership promotion
dossier and discretely substituted an earlier, beardless
photo. But modification of the partner candidate did not just
take place at the surface level. Citing Gerald Ford’s observa-
tion that he was not presidential until he became president,
a practice office managing partner asserted that “promotion
creates the partner’’ and that his role as mentor was to "'cre-
ate opportunities /n people,” while his job as managing part-
ner was to ''give them the means to succeed.”

The economics of auditing also arose as one major focus of
mentoring but, unlike MBO, as a symbolic rather than instru-
mental activity. Participants suggested that mentoring pro-
vided timely and fairly, but only fairly, accurate information
about compensation for individuals across all ranks, the value
of partners’ shares and, hence, compensation, utilization
{charged time as a percentage of standard available hours—
norms), and billing rates of specific individuals. It also pro-
vided useful but inexact information about impending promo-
tions and “‘out counselings,”” prospective client acquisitions
and, particularly, losses, realization rates for specific clients,
engagement and budget information for specific clients, and
office, firm, and engagement profitability. Importantly, the
economics of auditing had influenced the language used in
mentoring relationships by emphasizing the importance of
“thesbusiness’' to protégés. Such phrases and issues as
“new audit products,’” “‘homogenization of services,” “value

o
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added auditing,” and "internationalization of practice” en-
tered the mentoring discourse and conveyed crucial meaning
for protégés and mentors alike, in the sense that firm survi-
vors had to talk about, internalize, and act on them. Thus did
mentoring intersect with a region of calculability and thereby
convey firm norms and itself serve as a force of normaliza-
tion.

Some of the most emotionally charged responses in our in-
terviews focused on resistance to such disciplinary practices
as MBO. Line-partner mentors saw the power/knowledge
aspects of such disciplinary practices as a threat to profes-
sional autonomy and discretion and shared this knowledge
with protégés. Administrative partners, of course, knew of
the resistance to the disciplinary practices they championed,
having themselves resisted them in their previous identities
as line partners. According to a regional managing partner,
promoted to deputy chairman and then senior managing
partner during our fieldwork:

The major aspect of a partnership that hinders management is the
need to build a higher level of consensus than in other organiza-
tions, arising from the feeling on the part of the partners that they
should be involved in managing all segments of the business. Prog-
ress and the accomplishment of what we are trying to accomplish
has a price. The price is for existing partners to give up some of
their control, power and freedom for the greater good. On balance
they tend to resist doing this. The one area that constantly plagues
me in my day-to-day management is the difficulty in managing a
business composed of owners, professional prima donnas, if you
like—where everything involves strong consensus building.

Mentors asserted that mentoring necessarily involves in-
struction in practical politics in a number of ways. Helpful
mentors instruct protégés on office and firm politics and ad-
vise and help their protégés manage their visibility in a pan-
opticon sense with important partners so that protégés may
be favorably gazed upon. Elements of advantageous visibility
include assignments to the "‘right” clients and bringing in
significant new business—significant in terms of both rev-
enue and prestige. One younger partner observed that effec-
tive mentors instruct protégés on managing the " perception
of strong client service and commitment to the engagement
partners in contrast to merely giving good client service.”
Similarly, a manager, since promoted to partner and again to
managing partner of a small practice office, argued that a
good mentor “looks after the numbers of his disciples [gen-
erated by disciplinary practices] and defends them against
the higher-ups in the promotion process.” When asked what
these numbers were, he replied, '"The classics—realization
rates, client billings, time budget averages, revenue and
profit per partner.” He went on to observe that this process
of attending to the numbers of protégés was necessarily tak-
ing place at even earlier stages of a protégé’s career as the
business of auditing became more manifest. In other words,
a mentor informally communicates and translates the politi-
cal aspects of the disciplinary practices and norms applied to
the line partner—MBO—to give the appearance of comply-
ing with norms, but doing this may have effects that extend
beyond surface appearance. On this point, when directly
askedrifthis “identity”’ had changed during the last year and
a half during his successful run at being promoted, a senior
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manager answered that he had become individually identifi-
able by partners as a "‘revenue stream’’ and offered the re-
mark about becoming "‘chargeable’ that opened this paper.
He went on to observe that this emerging identity of being
chargeable was less associated with possessing expertise
and wielding knowledge than with managing business rela-
tions with clients. Moreover, while the formal appraisal sys-
tem closely monitored this aspect of his performance, he
reported that his success, and his identity, was more closely
associated with mimicking the behavior of his mentor and
his mentor’'s mentor, both of whom were partners. He re-
tained the ability to be a “‘chameleon,” however, by being
able to step back and wonder at this distinction between
being a businessperson and an expert in serving his firm.

While mentors advocated for protégés, it appears that,
through this social process, the business came to influence
the language the line partners used and, more broadly, how
practitioners gathered, assimilated, and attributed meaning
to their lived experiences. Through the verbalization of disci-
plinary techniques in terms relevant to the protégé, these
techniques became practicable for mentors and protégés
alike, both of whom had to talk about, internalize, and act on
them. In so doing, mentoring became a metaphorical
““double-edged sword"’ for the firm—at once politicizing or,
more accurately, recognizing the covert political climate for
what it was, and encouraging protégés to gain an apprecia-
tion for the business and fostering the promotion of those
protégés who were subjectivized as corporate clones rather
than autonomous professionals. One younger partner re-
counted his experiences with two office managing-partner
mentors, which point to the increasing prominence of disci-
plinary metrics. The first managing partner was described as
coming from the “old school” and supporting the profes-
sional autonomy and decision-making discretion of the line
practitioner. This mentor coached him on better managing
client relations and displaying this client service ideal to part-
ners. The second partner, whom the participant referred to
as "'Bottom Line Bob,” focused on calibrating the perfor-
mance of each of his office’s members, including having
partners record their activities by fifteen-minute intervals.
Bottom Line Bob then “audited” the performance metrics
the partners recorded and discussed the reasons for unfavor-
able variances with each person. While this review was per-
formed at a distance from the point of actual audit service
delivery, as Bob typically stayed in his office and had part-
ners report to him there, he also accentuated for his protége
the importance of orchestrating and displaying these perfor-
mance metrics to gain promotion in the new social order.
When we asked the young partner which of these two men-
toring styles he preferred, expecting to hear the laissez faire
managing partner named, he remained noncommittal. But
when we pressed the point by asking, “If we put a gun to
your head and said pick one, which would it be?,” the part-
ner didn't hesitate in replying, ‘Bottom Line Bob—I felt com-
fortable with him in that | knew exactly where | stood with
respect to his performance measures and less insecure
aboutswhat it would take to make partner.” This suggests
that younger partners had come to accept, even demand,
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normalization technigues as part of their everyday profes-
sional lives.

Mentors considered power important. Mentors who suc-
cessfully sponsored protégés through the promotion process
found themselves better connected with a new cadre of
partners than nonmentors, which stabilized their own social
network. Furthermore, practice office managing partners
who had served as mentors often proved disproportionately
effective in gaining promotions for their office’'s managers,
so much so that they "‘exported” many new practice part-
ners to other offices and thus extended and further stabi-
lized their own relational networks. The result appears to be
more influence for the exporting office, for its managing
partner, and for newly promoted and exported partners, who
thus developed associations with other offices. Line partners
reported on two managing partners, legendary for their suc-
cess in exporting partners and gaining influence, who found
their very success limiting their exercise of formal authority,
as signaled by their absence from such key committees as
policy boards and executive committees—absences the
managing partners themselves reported to be major disap-
pointments in their careers and, by implication, flaws in their
identities. They interpreted this failure as reflecting fear
among national office administrators that if the partners ac-
quired formal appointments on top of their considerable in-
formally derived influence, their power would be overly for-
midable. Their view of power as something they did or did
not have, however, contrasts with Foucault's, who theorized
that power is something exercised rather than possessed.

Some key administrative partners viewed power as naturally
accompanying the exercise of control. One firm deputy man-
aging partner observed, "Many view ‘politics” as being nega-
tive or a dirty word. [But] politics is very, very positive.
Someone who is political has the ability to motivate and di-
rect others and align them with their own thinking and be-
havior. This is what leadership and management is all
about.” What the partner called “"politics” was precisely
what Foucault (1983: 221) described as “‘power,” since the
exercise of power, according to him, is ""to structure the
possible field of actions of others.”” Nevertheless, this under-
standing of power as something to be possessed can be
implicated and is especially evident in the case of partners
nearing retirement. According to one former firm member,
“If you are a really valuable organizational member, you can
get one foot, but only one foot out of the door before you
are forgotten.” Consistent with Foucault, this suggests not
only that partners “‘possess’” the power of the office they
occupy but, perhaps more important, the degree to which
people internalize or are subjectivized by their official posi-
tions. The very notion of power as possession as exempli-
fied by partners seems to support Foucault's arguments
about the constitution of subjectivities.

While mentoring, as a means of resistance, could be di-
verted to serve the needs of the individual, it could also be
transformed to serve the needs of the organization. Many
younger partners reported that before being promoted, they
considered partnership “‘the final plateau,” signaling "'a rite
of passage’’ in becoming "important adults’”” who could be
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trusted to exert self-discipline. After their promotions, the
rookie partners found a new, unanticipated starting line and
reported a need for continued guidance to negotiate a higher
set of hurdles. Within this new “'superstructure,”” even se-
nior partners through the rank of vice chairman retained
mentors. These partners described an inner circle, a cadre of
managers who were "‘on the bus’ and shared a common
vision: they recognized the need for setting the strategic,
largely financial direction of the firm as a profit-making enter-
prise on a centralized basis in the national or even interna-
tional office; they saw MBO as a form of disciplinary practice
helping to set this direction; and they committed themselves
to this change to centralized control. On this level, a form of
transformed mentoring emphasized a commitment to this
new direction in both fact and appearance, and mentors ac-
tively promoted, even "‘paid the fare,”” for protégés who had
suitable identities. When this “'bus’ metaphor was described
to partners at other firms, they affirmed its applicability to
describing their own situations but observed that at their
firms there was a ‘Mercedes bus” and a "GM bus’" and
that there was ‘‘seating at the front of the bus, the rear of
the bus and in the rumble seat, as well as having standing
room.”’

Whereas, for Foucault {1979), subjects were incarcerated
within a panopticon which, in turn, fixed them in a particular
space and regulated their activity (Burrell, 1988: 226, 233),
this new order of mentoring instilled a self-governance of
cooperative movement, not located in an organization but
moving in a vehicle. It is now directed not at making sub-
jects stable and predictable but at inspiring them to move
themselves and the firm in response to rapidly changing
business conditions. And yet, such movement takes place
within existing networks of power, for, just as surely as the
bus moves forward, producing new realities and defining
new subjectivities, it also moves away: dividing and separat-
ing its passengers from their past and their links to others in
the firm. The bus ride also tended to divide the genders, as
women were not typically found on the bus, as we discuss
below. In contrast with MBQO, which is apparently gender-
less in its formal structure, mentoring was not the same ex-
perience for female auditors that it was for men. A series of
anecdotes we heard in our fieldwork suggested some
unique aspects of the objectification of the female subject
auditor.2 Two regional partners at different firms reported
that they needed to intercede with clients on behalf of two
pregnant managers who were protégés. They reported that
while their own firm may be supportive of women develop-
ing their careers through childbearing years {Hooks, 1996),
the clients served by women were less supportive, regard-
less of the clients’ policies concerning their own employees:
"When a client needs the engagement manager for a break-

) ing problem, it wants immediate response.” One of the part-

For discussion of the application of Fou- ners repqrted a strong dlscomfort with being directly in-

cault 1o feminist issues, see Townley volved with day-to-day operations; he far preferred to be a

11984), Collinson {1994}, and Noe (1988).  ““white knight'' to ""champion’ an activity over a brief period
of time for key clients.® In a second anecdote, participants

D o cuaaestve deconsiruGtion o osten- referred us to a lawsuit filed against one of the firms by a

Sy S tive male behavior aee war | female manager that eventually found its way to the U.S.

tin (1990). Supreme Court (Berg, 1988; McCarthy, 1988a, 1988b; Wer-
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neil, 1989). The suit involved a charge of sexual discrimina-
tion by a woman manager who was denied promotion to
partner based on evaluations describing her as ““too macho”’
and in need of attending “‘charm school.” Related newspa-
per coverage described the advice given the manager by her
male partner counselor that she walk, talk, and dress more
femininely (McCarthy, 1988a, 1988b). While interviewing a
national office partner, the partner brought out a copy of a
popular press magazine article that proclaimed a study’s find-
ing that 75 percent of relationships between male mentors
and female protégés had involved sexual intimacy. Attached
to this article was an office routing slip, along with a note:
“Anyone volunteer to be a mentor?”’ The partner observed
that the potential sexual tension overlaid on an already politi-
cally charged process appears to affect women'’s ability to
develop mentoring relationships fully in contemporary organi-
zations, a situation aggravated in the Big Six, where there is
a dearth of high-level women partners. Such anecdotes sug-
gest that one aspect of objectifying people within the Big Six
involves managing the sexuality of auditors, where this man-
agement spans organizational boundaries to include client
relations. Putting the issue of mentoring and sexuality into
intracompany mail, however, seems to denigrate the role of
mentoring in transforming women into businesspeople, con-
straining the processes of their objectification (see also
Knights and Murray, 1994: 249; Townley, 1994: 147). Con-
versely, one manager pointed out that a recent Working
Woman survey found that three of the Big Six firms are
among the most conducive to women's careers among U.S.
companies.

Generally, mentoring, as a social process interpenetrated
with such disciplinary practices as MBO, appears to have
had a strong impact in shaping identities in the Big Six. Ev-
ery partner we interviewed who occupied a prominent posi-
tion (e.g., practice office division heads, managing partners,
regional managing partners, international firm managing part-
ners) reported having had at least one mentor who proved
critical in their attaining partnership and beyond. Mentors, in
contrast, frequently reported that their own major accom-
plishments as members of their firms rested with their hav-
ing been effective mentors, with one recently retired manag-
ing partner stating, "/ have made forty or more partners in
my firm, made over seven partners in charge of offices, and
have three members of the firm’s policy board right now,
that's out of fifteen. /'ve made the senior partner of the firm,
and my office is second or third most successful from the
standpoint of earnings on sales’ (emphasis ours). This
melded identity as firm partner and mentor was evident
throughout the interviews. During a dinner with two mem-
bers of a five-generation "'string’’ of mentors and protégés
participating in our study, the ‘‘grandfather,’”” a recently "'re-
tired” international firm senior managing partner, who was
then the chief executive officer for an extraordinarily presti-
gious organization, was very actively coaching his ""grand-
son,” a regional managing partner (and for whom he had
paid the bus fare} on new client opportunities, even suggest-
ing strategies for handling the internal political dynamics of
these clients. From his passion, it was evident that he was
still a firm partner in the very fibre of his being, probably
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unto death. Similarly, another participant who had resigned
from his firm one year before to become the chief financial
officer for a very prominent client {Bottom Line Bob's pro-
tégé) commented on his adjustment in leaving the partner-
ship: "I personally had a tremendous amount of grief and
sadness at losing, what was at that time, my whole life. |
mean my whole professional existence, in a sense, went
down the tubes. | didn’t realize that there was a tremendous
amount of grief that | was going through of sadness. It took
me a while to figure out what it was, and it was no different
than losing a child or losing a marriage.” Unlike the "retired””
participant, who was in his mid-sixties and still a firm mem-
ber, this informant was only forty years old. His sense of
loss, however, did not end with his adjustment period:

One of the biggest difficulties is going from a professional organiza-
tion where you've got a lot of self-motivated, highly educated indi-
viduals who didn't view what they were doing as a job, to an orga-
nization that is much more bureaucratic, where the issue is "‘Gosh,
I’'ve got to be out of here by 4:30 today."” My challenge personally
is to try and develop in them a sense of awareness that this is not
a job, this is you, it's a reflection of your own life and you can't un-
derestimate the impact that you have on those above you and
those below you based on how you discharge your responsibilities.

It was not just the protégés’ and mentors’ identities that
were shaped, however, but also the firms themselves, and
not passively. One regional managing partner {(who would
later send reports to the partners’ spouses) described how
his mentor had placed him on the “Mercedes bus’’ by ap-
pointing him to the “Change Management Task Force,”
whose mission was to dramatically restructure the entire
firm. Based on the mentor’s observation of the protégé’s
favorable impact on the task force, the protégé was also
named to the firm’s omnipotent policy board. Then, when a
new U.S. Management Committee, to comprise ten mem-
bers, was being formed to manage this new structure, the
mentor wanted this protégé to be on the committee. Given
that only one member could represent the Northeast region
and that representative must politically come from its New
York office, the mentor’s solution was to redefine the proté-
gé’'s home office, Philadelphia, as the Southeastern region
head office, which was to be directed by the protegé. The
result was the complicity of mentoring in dramatically re-
structuring the firm, the continuing monitoring and refine-
ment of the firm, and also a redrawing of the Mason-Dixon
line.

[t appears that in at least some instances, then, MBO and
mentoring had conjoined at the highest management cadre
level. But whereas the original, line-partner-mentor relation-
ships were aimed at helping the individual negotiate the dis-
ciplinary demands of MBO, these new administrative-mentor
relationships focused on furthering the firm's interest in cre-
ating, implementing, and diffusing disciplinary control prac-
tices and exercising centralized power. This exercise of cen-
tralized power proved to be problematic, as those “on the
bus” were not able unilaterally to determine the "'destina-
tion” sought by the firm—they needed the cooperation of
thosemnot on the bus. As suggested by one firm’s chairman,
practice partners tended effectively to “resist relinquishing
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control, power and freedom for the greater good of the
firm."”

It appears that mentoring was complicit in subjectivizing the
protégé and transforming the protégé from partner as “'pro-
fessional’ to partner as “businessperson’” and “‘corporate
clone,” in the sense that mentoring involved tying the proté-
geé's and mentor’s identities to the firm and its norms. In
transforming MBO into a means for advocating for the pro-
tégé, mentors at once avowed a commitment to MBO, in
that they acknowledged the legitimacy of talking about it, as
they were in the very act of resisting it. This resistance re-
volved around the line partners’ perceived right to remain
autonomous professionals and attacked disciplinary practices
that would divide them from others and from their own
goals, expertise, and client contact. In this way, mentors lim-
ited the power/knowledge of administrators such that it
could not act directly on actions of line personnel. In effect,
mentors subverted the panoptic visibility of the protégé, and
MBO consequently was limited in its ability to objectify the
subject partner (Foucault, 1986). Thus, not only do "‘profes-
sionalism and discipline go hand in hand” (Burrell, 1988:
231), so, too, do professionalism and resistance.

In the act of resisting and transforming disciplinary practice,
however, line partner mentors came to use a different dis-
course in their social relations with protégés. This discourse
came to define what was real, what had to be verbalized,
what had to be thought of, and what had to be acted upon.
Thus, power/knowledge more subtly acted on the actions of
subjects by infusing their words, their social relations, and
their minds, albeit in a contested manner. It was only when
combined with the resistance through mentoring that MBO
gained some leverage in the objectification of the subject
protégé and the mentor. Thus were power and its resistance
mutually constitutive.

DISCUSSION

Our study focused on how disciplinary practices and avowal
transform human beings into managed and self-managing
subjects in contemporary organizations. Using the insights of
Foucault, it has joined an emerging, though predominately
theoretical and historical body of work directed at developing
critical organizational theory concerned with understanding
the role of managerial programs in shaping the identities of
corporate members. We examined specific disciplinary prac-
tices and technologies of the self involved in the expression
and internalization of corporate goals and the constitution of
organizational identities that support these goals in Big Six
public accounting firms. Our intent was to show how control
is enacted at the level of constituting the subjectivity of firm
partners, in the realm of their identities, and plays out in
their work goals, discourse, social relations, and actions. As
such, our work contributes to our understanding of control in
contemporary organizations. It also contributes to the sociol-
ogy of professions literature, where it has been proposed
that while expertise has traditionally been "‘located’ in the
human professional, it may be that for professionals associated
with 'commercial enterprises such as public accounting firms,
expertise may become located in the formal structure of the
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organization (e.g., Abbott, 1998); we make this contribution
by examining the dynamics surrounding the constitution of
formal structural practices. Our work also extends this litera-
ture by suggesting that structure may become located or
encoded in professionals’ identities as they come to embody
the formal control practices applied to them. We also con-
tribute to the organizational literature on gender (e.g., Noe,
1988; Townley, 1994) by suggesting that while women have
successfully breached the glass ceiling by gaining partner-
ship status, they may have encountered a second, unantici-
pated glass ceiling by being denied the same opportunities
necessary to get “‘on the bus’’ that are available to a few
male firm members, who experience a differential objectifi-
cation of the subject.

We found that partners’ actions were fit into a grid of writ-
ten, exam-like norms that stipulated thresholds to be
cleared, ranked partners in quantitative terms, and thereby
subjected them to forces of normalization. In essence, the
judges of fiscal normality were themselves judged according
to such norms. The application of power was found to be
“capillary,”” in that each goal of each partner was scrutinized
in annual and even monthly performance reviews by a senior
partner as to whether the partner was "'meeting plan,” and
meticulous guidance was given for remedial actions: “'tuck-
ing in the tie’” and not cutting one's grass without a shirt. In
turn, partners engaged in a process of avowal, in which they
verbalized what within the firm’s normative grid had to be
attended to in appearance and in fact and, in so doing, con-
stituted the emerging identity of being a partner. Resistance,
too, was capillary, entailing discussions as to the ""hot but-
tons’ of individual senior partners and clients and even the
choice of the most advantageous photo for a promotion dos-
sier. Moreover, disciplinary practices, processes of avowal,
and the exercise of and resistance to power were found to
be mutually constitutive, as each analytical category—disci-
plinary practice and avowal—shaped its counterpart.

We found that MBO and mentoring are two practices of
control and of the self to which partners of Big Six public
accounting firms are subjected and through which their sub-
jectivities become enmeshed in relations of power and resis-
tance and they are individualized and folded into the organi-
zation. Whereas MBO uses a disciplinary regime based on
surveillance to duplicate the organization within the indi-
vidual, mentoring relies largely on avowal, which tends to
result in the same ends, albeit without that intention, result-
ing in individuals who equate leaving the partnership with a
child dying. Both these technologies, in different ways, use
the language of "higher organization goals”—whether as
"objectives’” or "'being on the bus''—to transform partners
into corporate clones. Thus conceived, the contemporary Big
Six partner may be seen as a ‘material flow in the circuits of
power’’ {(Foucault, 1979). But just as MBO is used to subvert
the autonomy and discretion of practice partners rooted in
client service, mentors and their protégés use the discourse
of formal disciplinary techniques to subvert, transform, and
bend MBO practices to serve their own ends.

If MBO is an objectifying technology that transforms people
into objects, however, the gaming of this process by men-
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