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The problems of subordinates having to cope with incompetent managers 
is the subject of Rao's discussion in this paper; in which he concludes that if 
incompetence, is an aberration, there is immense sense in seeking a strategy of 
optimisation and subsequent migration to better spots of work within the 
organisatiotxHe adds, however, if an organisation has low norms ofefficiency 
it makes better sense, to seek separation and take up more challenging assign­
ments elsewhere. The interregnum would entail the risk of intellectual decay 
unless subordinates take effective steps to understand and cope with manage­
rial incompetence that puts fetters on their performance. 

Performance of organisations and 
career growth of personnel are expli­
citly * linked to the competence of 
personnel constituting the organis­
ation. Several management experts, 
however, established through incisive, 

.even if irrcverant, analysis that there 
could be the very real risk of managers 
reaching their levels of incompetence. 

Piquant situations develop in 
organisations when competent and 
professionally qualified personnel have 
to work under relatively incompetent 
and professionally ignorant managers. 
These situations cannot be wholly 
avoided. Organisations find it difficult 
to remove all the managerial dead-
wood or isolate the incompetent 

managers without assigning responsi­
bilities. Nor can the capable sub-' 
ordinates seek immediate change 
either within or outside the organiz­
ation. Despite such a situation, 
therefore, one has to be conscious 
of the need to contribute effectively 
to organizational performance, if 
one has to aspire for long-term career 
growth. 

Defining Incompetence 

Incompetence is determined relat­
ively and usually with reference to the 

'arger organisation-wide norms of 
efficiency and the more specific 
divisional demands of professional 
knowledge, experience and grasp. 

Essentially, a manager may be consid­
ered incompetent when he fails to lend 
a firm direction to his divisional 

•activities and pales into intellectual 
insignificance when compared to his 
subordinates. 

Why incompetent managers exist 

Prima facie, it appears an oddity 
that incompetent managers should 
exist at all in organisations, as the 
commonly understood organisational 
ethos emphasizes growth linked to 
proven results. But there are certain 
specific circumstances under which the 
incompetent may not only exist but 
also grow to positions of respon­
sibility. 

Some such conditions are: 

(1 ) Irrespective of the degree of 
performance orientation.a 
weakness to accommodate 
persons who totally, unquest­
ioning^ and unabashedly 
support plans of superiors is 
shared across most organisat­
ions. 

(2) As organisations grow and 
diversify the skill profile that 
is intrinsically demanded will 
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need continuous change and 
refinement. Functional capa­
bilities of manager's become 
obsolete unless they are con­
tinuously exposed to well 
conceived training and job 
rotation programmes which 
are tailored to future require­
ments. 

(3) Even otherwise, as organisa­
tions grow, it becomes.diffi­
cult to ensure uniformly high 
standards' of management 
calibre at all levels. Relative 
incompetence is tolerated in 
the interests of adequately 
mannuls the structure. 

(4) Managerial turnover is a 
factor that effects an organis­
ation's stability, irrespective 
of the quality of the organis­
ation. For exz*nple, top class 
organisations which enjoy a 
reputation as good training 
grounds inevitably loose high 
calibre managers due to pre-
dation by other organisations. 
Companies which do not 
offer career challenges would, 
in any case, face turnover of 
competent personnel. 

( 5 ) In an environment of manag­
erial turnover, life-time stay, 
in itself, works out as a great 
qualification, though in a 
dubious sense. Even in per­
formance-conscious compan­
ies incompetence is offset to 
an extent by seniority consid­
erations in deciding promota-
bility. *Status Quo' organisat­
ion will, in any case, be happ­
ier with life-time mediocrity. 

(6 ) Unless organisations are very 
innovative and extremely con-
cious of costs and productivity, 
organisational systems and 
operations often place a high 
degree of permium on routine-
ness. This encourages, and 
tends to institutionalise in­
competence in management 
systems. 

Crux of the problem 
Incompetent managers either fail to 

recognise the competence and worth of 
subordinates of feel insecure as a result 
of recognition of subordinates' capabili­
ties. In the former case, employees are 
often frustrated as they will have to do 
routine, meaningless jobs and let their 

faculties rust. In the latter case, there 
could be overt or covert moves by the 
managers to stifle their subordinates' 
creative capabilities and to keep them 
away from the organisational main­
stream. This naturally, gives rise to 
friction in interpersonal relations and 
could culminate mreachingnon-coope-
ration or open hostility in day-to-day 
work. 

The ultimate casualty in both the 
events is organisational efficiency and 
performance. There cannot be two 
opinions that managements as well as 
employees have to work towards eli­
minating the deleterious effects of 
managerial incompetence. But to the 
extent that incompetence within the 
ranks is allowed by the management 
either deliberately or ignorantly, the 
problem of managerial incompetence 
is internal and intrinsic to the manage­
ment. In this sense, the employees are 
externally inducted into a defective 
system, 

The strategy for dealing with in­
competence depending on the nature of 
incompetence in managers is discussed 
below. 
TYPES OF MANAGERIAL 
INCOMPETENCY 

(1) Benign incompetence 
Managers in this category recognise 
their incompetence and tend to be 
realistic enough to encourage com­
petence in their subordinates. They 
believe that they will gain, rather 
than lose, if their subordinates ef­
fectively contribute to organisa­
tional goals.. For subordinates und­
er such managers, the frustrations 
are that their boss is; infiapable of 
defining new areas of contribution, 
and even if they generate and imp­
lement new ideas, they are not still 
in the limelight due to managerial 
barriers. Despite this, this is the 
most acceptable and least harmful 
of fall the incompetence situations. 

(2) Adaptive incompetence 
Managers in this category too have 
very little to contribute on their 
own to organisational performance. 
But they use their subordinates' 
ideas as inputs to their thought pro­
cess and adopt subordinates' work 
as their own after making some cos­
metic changes. These managers 
make every effort to identify only 

themselves with divisional perform­
ance on the premise that this would 
strengthen, their position in the or­
ganisation. 
The problem with this situation is 
that while the organisation takes 
their contribution seriously at face 
value and involves them in all the 
important deliber-lions, they lack 
the deliberative process. 
Subordinates, though deriving a 
mild satisfaction of working for the 
organisation, will be frustrated be­
cause they are kept out of focus. 
Moreover, they lose the continuity 
of action in whatever work they do 
as the manager neither involves 
them in the deliberative process nor 
communicates the results of the 
process effectively. 

(3) Servile incompetence 
Managers in this category recog­

nise their incompetence but cover it 
up with open servility towards posi­
tions of power and by opportunistic 
links with capable subordinates or 
peers. A maintenance manager, for 
example could play second fiddle to 
production manager and totally desist 
from questioning the misuse of machi­
nery. Capable staff under him who are 
in a position to point out methods 
of control would not be supported 
and even would be exposed to the 
wrath of production staff. 

Servile incompetence will also be 
manifest through close links with 
heads of related functions so that they 
bail him out of his difficulties. At 
its worst, it can also involve seretive 
aggrandising of one or two capable 
subordinates so that they have a 
modicum of knowledge of the affairs. 
(4) Insecure incompetence 

Most incompetent managers feel 
insecure. This feeling of insecurity 
increases as they perceive that their 
subordinates are more competent than 
they are. They also believe that the 
competence of their subordinates is 
bound to get shown up if the activities 
o f ^ e department are kept at a high 
k&> The more insecure among the 
incompetent managers perceive that 
they will soon be castaways in the 
organisation in such a situation. 

As a defensive reaction, such 
managers adopt a very low profile, 
being content to do the vey least that 
the organisation expects from them. 
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Subordinates under such managers 
would be highly frustrated with the 
circumscribed nature of work and 
near total denial of opportunity 
to perform. 

(S) Hostile incompetence 
Managers in this category pose 

the most serious threat to organisa­
tional performance as well as indivi­
dual growth. They exhibit very little 
appreciation of overall organisational 
interest and view the capabilities of 
subordinates as threats to their posi­
tions. What differentiates this class 
from insecure competence is that 
these managers try to bring down the 
subordinates also to their level of 
incompetence. They not only dis­
courage subordinates from performing, 
but also openly criticise any acts of 
initiative and positive thinking. Such 
will be their persistent discourage­
ment that subordinates would, iii due 
course, be losing their ability to think 
and act creatively. 

Such managers not only prevent 
their subordinates from interacting 
meaningfully with others, but do not 
hesitate to speak disparagingly of their 
subordinates. Growth of such mana­
gers, is sustained, in spite of the incom­
petence, due to a willingness in mani­
pulative politics and a strong survival 
instinct that throws, overboard all 
decent norms of organisational beha­
viour.. Working under such managers 
would be the most damaging factor for 
the career of subordinates. It could 
even be ethically revolting. 

The above 5 types of incompetence 
are certainly not exclusive to each 
other. Despite dominant characteris­
tics conforming to one of the above 
types may also exist. The problem 
of course, will be so much worse due 
to that! 

Overcoming managerial incompetence: 

There is often a fatalistic streak 
in competent subordinates having to 
work under relatively incompetent 
managers. The problems often cannot 
be resolved quickly or easily. But 
as the stake is greater for subordinates, 
it is they who need to take positive 
action to overcome the constraints 

imposed by managerial incompetence.,. 
It would be risky and harmful to 
attempt flouting of organisational 
discipline to solve this problem. 
The following approach and strategy 
should help in a more enduring solu­
tion to the difficult issue. 

First, subordinates should give 
the benefit of doubt to the manager 
and try to keep him fully informed 
of the potentialities and functions 
of the department he heads. Apparen­
tly this should be done in a suave 
manner without overtly sounding to 
be highly knowledgeable. The ratio­
nale for this cautious approach is that 
where the manager is not in professio­
nal touch with the function, it takes 
time to- get a grasp of the activities. 
Functioning of the professional ad­
vantage would only harden attitudes 
at the stage of preliminary contact. 

Secondly, when the contours of 
incompetence begin to take shape 
subordinates should explore the possi­
bility of educating the manager. 
He may be told politely but firmly 
that the problems in the functional 
area need a particular kind of pro­
fessional approach. Illustration of al­
ternative routes of action to functional 
problems would help. 

By the time the second step is 
executed the nature of incompe­
tence of the manager would manifest 
itself clearly enabling the subordinates 
to formulate appropriate further stra­
tegies. When managers are benignly 
incompetent, the first two exploratory 
steps are adequate to develop a 
working rapport. But in other classes 
of incompetence reaction of managers 
would not be conducive to effective 
performance by subordinates. 

It is possible in such cases to 
choose a Strategy of optimisation. 
This rests on the promise that the pro­
ductivity standards of an incompetent 

* manager are usually lax. It would be 
possible for a subordinate working 
under such a manager to fulfil the 
requirements of his boss and yet carry 
out other assignments which would 
earn him high visibility in the organisa­
tion. SuchT a strategy would mean 
that the subordinate should establish 
his personality independent of both. 

his function and his boss. This stra­
tegy, however,* is likely to lead to 
further friction in a situation of hos­
tile incompetence. 

Hostile incompetence cannot 
normally be faced in the usual work 
relationships. A strategy to overcome 
this is essential. The strategy should 
however, be in continuation of the 
approach of optimising and retaining 
the high visibility outlined earlier. 
However, when the hostile manager 
confronts the subordinate on his 
extra-departmental assignments the 
subordinate should not buckle under 
pressure. The competent subordinate 
should adopt a strategy of upholding 
organisational interests and estab­
lishing a nexus between work assign­
ments and organisational performance 
duly backed by a readiness to pursue 
an independent line of action in order 
to establish unequivocally his intellec­
tual and professional independence. 

Conclusion 

Incompetence in managers adver­
sely affects the organisation's perfor­
mance and individual career growth. 
While certain types of incompetence 
can be adjusted with, a few others 
can seriously spoil the development 
process of subordinates: It is possible 
to optimise or overcome managerial 
incompetence with appropriate stra­
tegies. But the final decision on 
continuing under an incompetent 
manager has to be taken in relation 
to overall organisational norms. 

If incompetence is an abberration, 
there is immense sense in seeking a 
strategy of optimisation and subse­
quent migration to better spots of 
work within the organisation. If how­
ever, an organisation has low norms 
of efficiency it makes better sense 
to seek separation and take up more 
challenging assignments elsewhere. 
The interregnum would entail the risk 
of intellectual decay unless subordina­
tes take effective steps to understand 
and cope with the managerial incom­
petence that puts fetters on their 
performance.' The framework deve­
loped in this paper is aimed at just 
that. 
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