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Together, let's bring out the full colour of your success! 

THE ULTIMATE METHODOLOGY — EXCELLENT PEOPLE  

People skills enhance technical skills & stop profits/careers falling through the cracks in activity 

"Only three things happen naturally in organizations: friction, confusion, 
and underperformance. Everything else requires leadership." 

Peter Drucker ("The Practice of Management") 
 

"Project management delivers nothing. People deliver projects." 

Neville Garnham ("Integrative Leadership in Projects")

IS PROFESSOR JAMES HECKMAN RIGHT? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In recent interviews that I've heard, Professor Heckman has espoused the importance of the advice 
he's offered to the current United States President about the need to focus more funding into 
education particularly among younger age groups. This is the pathway he proposes to improving 
American productivity. 

Is Professor Heckman right? 

The simple answer is "Yes!" My answer however is "Yes, but..." 

In our "throw-away" society, things are replaced rather than repaired. It seems the same is true of 
people. Among your community of family and friends, in the audience of television viewers or radio 
listeners or readers of print media you connect with, is it comprised of people or commodities? 

Professor James Heckman is correct. To improve productivity and gain economic benefits we need to 
put more moneys into education, starting in the earliest years. But we need to do it differently and 
stop squelching creative curiosity and in later years through unthinking standardization in education & 
workplaces. The bird, the squirrel, the elephant, the snake, etc must all "climb" the tree to pass! 

Government and business have this fundamental misconception that we make everything more 
efficient by standardization alone. So, we have physical resources, natural resources, financial 
resources, etc. Thus, to be economically consistent we logically must have "human resources" or 
"human capital" - derived from early economic theory. 

Standardized testing simply puts people eventually into the swim-lanes of "how things have always 

been done around here". Trying to teach people later about creativity, innovation and like subjects 
does not build on the naturally inquisitive nature of kids and young adults. The education "systems" 
fail many people abysmally. Yet, those same people are often among the people dealing with building 
the infrastructure of our countries and undertaking routine jobs that keep economic wheels moving. 

Wikipedia describes Professor Heckman as follows:  

James Joseph Heckman is an American economist and Nobel laureate. 

He is the Henry Schultz Distinguished Service Professor of Economics, 

Professor of Law at the Law School, and director of the Center for the 

Economics of Human Development at the University of Chicago. 
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• Technical skills (in any profession or job) must be of the highest standard to ensure "success" - so 
long as people decide for themselves what "success" means personal and success for the 
profession, project, trade, etc is well defined; as well as, critical thinking being applied always. 

• Clearly, poor technical skills have hard, though sometimes invisible, costs until it's too late! 

• But "technical skills" are not enough; "people skills" enhance them and get the job done better. 

• Inadequate "people skills" have hard costs in everything we do as much, or more so, than the 
other important technical skills! We have a culture allegedly of "teaching" rather than of learning. 

The education systems do not effectively socialize students, particularly in this era of social media. Too 
often, "bad habits" learned in younger years persist into the workforce. Too often, advertising hype 
and cute consulting/training phrases mislead people about what is needed for productivity and its 
increase. The phrase that I abhor more than virtually any other is: "Work smarter not harder!" Do we 
need smart tools? We certainly do; but, it's the user of the tools who is more important than the tools. 

A couple of years ago, I was floored when an undergraduate said to me in front of the whole class: 
"Why don't you just tell us the exam questions and give us the answers? Then we can give back to you 

exactly what you want. After all, we've paid good money for you to teach us and we deserve to pass!" 
Needless to say, my response was somewhat sanguine given that I'd been remonstrating with them 
for some weeks about their lack of work or adequate work in the assignments they had submitted. 

During anti-Napoleonic debates the French writer Chateaubriand (1814) criticized the cynical attitude 
of the times where army conscripts were treated as "the raw material" or "cannon fodder". Similar 
concepts date to the 16th century, including those in Shakespeare's play Henry IV. 

Many corporate publications proclaim "Our people are our greatest asset". Regrettably, few 
organisations follow that through into reality. Too often, organisations try to follow short-cut methods 
to improve productivity and find in the longer-term they have not been successful because it's not an 
holistic effort. Too often, "cutting" people numbers is the way to balance budgets and "suggest" 
productivity increase has occurred. 

So, every time I see Human Resources or Human Capital referenced (derived from economic mantra), 
I think of the Economic Fodder Departments that too often have not served organisations well, being 
rule-driven (standardized), lacking agility and flexibility. Unfortunately, that's what it often becomes 
when organisations categorize their allegedly greatest asset!  

But, even those departments still have people in them; and one needs to try to connect with them and 
reeducate them in their thinking about recruitment of people and their management. Recruitment 
today is becoming a "key word" search, with a sometimes false belief of a causal connection between 
what a person has done/accomplished and their "fit" for another role. Just as for financial funds, past 
performance is not a reliable predictor of future performance! 

Our societies cannot afford to wait for a burgeoning of productivity from those earlier year children 
alone. We certainly need to provide better quality education generally, starting especially in the 
younger years. But we need to change mindset of existing people and more especially those managing 
organisations if countries in the supposedly developed world are to regain any edge in productivity. 

In the evolutionary pecking-order "same-ness" or standardization has brought weakness. Diversity 
brings strength and agility. We need to teach and encourage this in our youngsters from the earliest 
age and dramatically change the ethos of many of our "education factories" and subsequently our 
organisations. We need leadership in our organisations (public and private) to effect these changes. 

How do members of your community (family, friends, work colleagues and others) think of people who 
work in the business or organisation with which you are associated; and, how do they think people treat 
each other? Let's get each person to work on enhancing their own personal leadership skills! 

Join the revolution... "We're people! Not human resource commodities!" 

In your communities, why not start the conversation? Get your local radio, television or media 
outlets to ask people about their thoughts on treatment of people as people or commodities! 


