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Introduction

r

o
Beyond the Peter Principle

To err is kuunan, but when the eraser wears out

ahead of the pencil, voure overdoing it.
—J. JENKINS

EvEH since man invented the wheel he has been the
confused victim of the miracles he has wrought. He cul-
tivated the land and produced food in abundance. He
harnessed the invisible wind with sails and captured the
power of tumbling rapids. He converted the heat of com-
bustion into steam to produce power. He iHuminated his
world with electricity and advanced into the complexities
of electronic communication, nuclear fission, computers,
and laser beams. He traveled into space and walked on
the moon.

There has been a lot of progress during my
lifetime, but I'm afraid it's heading in the
wrong direction.® -0, Nasa

* The quotations may help you to relate new ideas to more fa-
miliar thoughts.

The two most engaging powers of an author are to
make new things familiar and familiar things new.
~W. ToackEraY
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Man has been the confused victim of the miracles
he has wrought,

Along with all this glorious achievement man has pro-
duced some horrendous incompetence, He developed bu-
reaucracy to the point where achievement of the sim-
Dlest task requires great amounts of time and effort. He
built an elaborate postal systerm. but today it miayv take
longer to deliver a letter than it did in the davs of the
porny express. He built jet airliners in which he swiftly
spans the ocean only to spend hours circling the airport
before landing and discovering that his baggage has flown
to a destination of its own. He has waitod in line for a
taxi while taxis have waited in line for custamers, He has
tried to phone home, but instead of a dial tone has heard
only sitence or a recorded message about overloaded cir-
cuits, He has boarded commmuter trains to be delayed by
frequent hreakdowns.

At home new appliances fail to operate or fal! apart
within a few days. Service and repair are long delayed and

— 2
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Introduction

the appliance when returned to the purchaser is soon in-
operable again,
What we call progress is the exchange of one

nuisance for another nuisancge.
~H. Eiiis

His government has sent him an income-tax form that
is so complicated he cannot comprehend the instructions.
He reads: “If line 15a is under $5,000 and consisted only
of wages subject.to withholding and not more than $200
of dividends. jnterest and non-withheld wages, and you
are not claiming any adjustments on line 15b, you can
have IRS figure your tax by omitting lines 16, 17, 18, 20,
21, 22, 23, 24, 25, and 26 (but complete line 18).”

As man thinks about his monumental blunders in con-
trast to his spectacular achievements, he realizes he may
become a victim of his own or others’ incompetence. In
school he languished under a teacher who could not teach.
He submitted his automobile to a mechanic who returned
it with the original defects and some new ones added.
He elected a government that promised a great society
but could not even produce a balanced budget.

With ruin upon ruin, rout on rout,
Contusion worse confounded,

—~J. MeToN

My investigations of this competence-incompetence
phenomenou led to myv formulation of the Peter Principle:

Ix A Miesanciiy Eveny ExirrovyEe TENDS To
Rist 1o s Lever or INCOMPETENCE

Whiie doing rescurch am the Peter Principle, I discovered
that I had founded a new science, hierarchiology, the
study of hierarchies. '

Mau orders his affairs in hierarchies, His schools are
ordered in grades from kindergarten through graduate

53—
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The Peter Preseription

school. His businesses are operated with employees ar-
ranged in order of rank. His government is organized with
the taxpayers forming the base of the pyramid and the
national leader as the apex..Similarly, the military, fra-
ternal orders, social welfare, sports, and the Mafia are all
structured as hierarchies. ' .

Because we work in hierarchies and because so much
of our lives is controlled by hierarchies it is essential to
our well-being and survival that we understand them.

Each hierarchy consists of an afrangement of ranks,
grades, or classes to which the individual may be assigned.
If he is competent he may contribute to the positive
achievement of mankind. Promotion up the ladder may
remove him from this level of competence and place him
at his level of incompetence:

For every job that exists in the world there is someone,

somewhere, who cannot do it, Given sufficient time and
enough promotions, he will arrive eventually at that job
and there he will remain, habitually bungling the job,
frustrating his coworkers, and eroding the efficiency of
the organization.
- The Peter Principle is not concerned with, the oversight,
slip of the tongue, faux pas, or the occasional error that
can be an embarrassment to any of us. Anyone can make
a mistake. The most competent men throughout history
have had their lapses. Conversely, the habitnally incom-
petent can, by random action, be right once in a while.

I will not quarrel with a slight mistake,
Such as our nature’s frailty may excuse.
—EARL oF Roscommon

Although all consistent achievement i the product of
those who have not yet reached Final Placemenit, every-
oue is subject to the influences of the Peter Principle. All
are latent promotees. As numbers of individuals arrive at

—4—
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Introducﬁori

their Jevels of incompetence, deadwood accumulates,
inefficient bureaucracies grow, quality deteriorates, medi-
ocrity triumphs, companies fail, governments fall, civi-
lization crumbles, and the promise of man’s future is
obscured.
It is.a paradex that in our time of drastic rapa
change, when the future is in our midst de-
vouring the present before our eyes, we have
never been less certain about what is. ahead

of us.
—E. HOFFER

Following the publication of The Peter Principle, 1 re-
ceived thousands of letters from victims of the Peter
Principle requesting solutions to personal problems. At
the conclusion of my lectures I was always asked for
remedies for specific problems. All of the requests fell into
two general categories: (1) What can I do to avoid the
Final Placement Syndrome? (2) As a manager, how can
I keep my employees at their appropriate competence
level? This book, The. Peter Prescription, was written in
response to those questions,

The real puipose of books is to trap the mind
into doing its own thinking, ,
—C. MonLey

Many authors offer answers before they understand the
questions. This is not the case with the Peter Prescription,
I understand the operation of the Peter Principle, and the
remedies offered are the product of years of research. I
do not always recommend the easiest course of action,
but the prescriptions-will lead to great personal fulfiliment
and the joy of real accomplishment,

There is always an easy solution to every human
problem—neat, plausible, and wrong.
—H. L. Mencxen -
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