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Abstract

Philip Selznick’s first book—TVA and the Grass Roots: A Study in the Sociology of Formal Organization, 1949 TGR—tells the story of how the the
ideals of the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) were thwarted by the reality of political pressures from its environment. Although TGR boasts one of the
highest citations for a scholarly work in management, project management scholars do not cite it. Why has project management scholarship lost one of its
founding classics?We investigate why TGRmeets the criteria of a classic.We show that TGR’s focus on societal outcomes and ideals is an improvement on
conventional project management’s focus on technical outputs and efficiency. Moreover, TGR contributes process theories—e.g., goal displacement and
values depletion—for how major projects often fail. We conjecture that project management scholars ignore TGR because it represents uncomfortable
knowledge. Project management discipline is in a crisis. We call for a humanist paradigm shift.
© 2017 Published by Elsevier Ltd.
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The ideals of those who construct the organization are one
thing; the ‘facts of life’ operating independently of and often
against those ideals are something else again.
— Philip Selznick, An Approach to a Theory of Bureaucracy,

1943, p. 48.

There is much filth in the world: that much is true! But the
world itself is not therefore a filthy monster! There is
wisdom in the fact that much in the world smells foul…Even
in the best there is something that nauseates…there is
wisdom in the fact that there is much filth in the world!

Nietzsche, [1883–1891] 2011, p. 164.

1. Philip Selznick's TVA and the Grass Roots: a lost classic

“It is time to extend planning to a wider field, in this instance
comprehending in one great project many States directly

concerned with the basin of one of our greatest rivers.” This
was Franklin D. Roosevelt (10 April 1933, our emphasis)
urging the U.S. Congress to pass legislation to create the
Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA). Congress acted swiftly. On
18 May 1933, within the first 100 days of his presidency,
Roosevelt signed the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) Act
into law. Roosevelt's decisive action in setting up the TVA is
central to his celebrated legacy. Set up as a Federal corporation,
the TVA was to build dams, regulate rivers, and spur
agricultural development. TVA was the most ambitious major
project organization of the New Deal era—a model that
permeated the DNA of many major project-based organizations
since.

Why did Roosevelt feel compelled to set up a special purpose
entity explicitly distinct from legacy institutions, such as the
Department of the Interior, to implement TVA's New Deal
policies? The tension between projects and their environments is
at the heart of theory in project management (Grabher, 2002).
Philip Selznick's seminal first book—TVA and the Grass Roots:
A Study in the Sociology of Formal Organization, 1949
(TGR)—which boasts over 3500 citations according to GoogleE-mail address: atif.ansar@sbs.ox.ac.uk.
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Scholar—gives one of the richest accounts on how project
organizations shape, and are shaped, by their institutional
environments. Surprisingly, project management scholars do
not cite Selznick. To our knowledge, of its 3500 citations in
Google Scholar, not a single article in International Journal of
Project Management (IJPM) or Project Management Journal
(PMJ) cites Selznick (1949). Similarly, in an effort to develop a
list of classics in megaproject management, Flyvbjerg (2014)
developed a long list of 311 potential candidates (of which
Flyvbjerg crowdsourced 195 key readings). TGR failed to even
make that list. In contrast, Selznick's findings and theories
developed in TGR (also see Selznick, 1943, 1948, 1952, 1957)
have carried an enduring influence in general management
literature and particularly the institutionalist school (see Perrow,
1986; Osterman, 2006; Greenwood et al., 2008; Krygier, 2012;
Kraatz, 2015). Why has contemporary project management
scholarship lost one of its founding classics?

Our journey in engaging with Philip Selznick's thought began
with an empirical interest in the Tennessee Valley Authority
(TVA). We have been enquiring into the outcomes of large dam
projects since 2010 and published our findings in March 2014
(see Ansar et al., 2014). The TVA set out to build large dams in
1933 in the New Deal era and its dam construction track-record
(1933–1965) far outperformed the rest of the world (see Table 1).
This was unusual. How did the TVA perform sowell in achieving
its intended outputs in its early years, when the rest of the world
performed so poorly? What became of TVA's initial success?
These were questions we found worth investigating, which led us
almost immediately to Philip Selznick's 1949 classic.

Philip Selznick's interest in the TVA parallels ours. Selznick
began studying the TVA in 1942—almost a decade after its
inception—for his doctoral research supervised by Robert K.
Merton (Krygier, 2012, p. 46). The TVA gave Selznick a “no
strings attached” entrée into the organization to conduct
research (Selznick, 1949, Preface). Selznick considered the
TVA a “shining example” of a technical meritocracy (Selznick,
1949, p. 266). He also admired its executives and
workforce—they were “good men” (Ibid.). Selznick was, in
particular, intrigued by the soaring ideals the TVA leadership
espoused. The ideals were to implement large-scale social
planning but with rigorous democratic participation, in contrast
to the heavy-handed policies of the Soviet Union's First
Five-Year Plan (1928–1932) of farm collectivization (also see
Krygier, 2012, pp. 16–21).

Selznick discovered that despite its technical competence,
the TVA undermined its objectives of grassroots planning. The
TVA lost control to an oligarchy of interests; its benefits flowed
to an elite group. The hands of the TVA's “good men” were
bound by “circumstance and power” (Selznick, 1949, p. 266).

In their vigor to deliver the outputs of the TVA projects to time
and to budget, the good men of the TVA had lost sight of the
outcomes—the democratic ideals and social welfare—they had
really meant to deliver (Krygier, 2012). TVA failed, Selznick
found, not because it lacked resources or technical skill but
because its leadership did not counter the depletion of the
organization's values.

In this article, we investigate why TGR meets the criteria of a
classic and derive propositions for what might be some common
properties of scholarly classics in the social sciences. Although
project management scholars do not cite TGR, we advance
propositions for why it should be considered a classic for project
management. We conclude with conjectures that project
management scholars ignore TGR because it represents uncom-
fortable knowledge. Project management discipline is in a crisis.
We call for a humanist paradigm shift in project management and
richer interaction with management and organization classics, of
which TGR is but one shining example.

2. Is TVA and the Grass Roots a classic of management and
organization studies?

Classics are an essential feature of research disciplines (Kuhn,
2012). Flyvbjerg (2014, p. xxx) defines a classic as a “written
work that is generally recognized as definitive in its field by a
majority of experts in that field.” The provenance of this
conventional definition of a classic can be traced to
Sainte-Beuve ([1837] 2006, p. 2), “A classic, according to the
usual definition, is an old author canonized by admiration, and an
authority in his [or her] particular style.” A classic text in an
academic discipline is thought to have several attributes: a high
citation count, appearing often in literature reviews; appearance
on graduate student syllabi (experts in the field are thought to
have a broad familiarity with the existence of the text, if not its
contents); and a text with some age to allow a percolation of ideas
and debates (see Zimmerman, 1978; Paterson, 1988; Kilduff and
Dougherty, 2000; Shafritz and Ott, 2001; Söderlund and Geraldi,
2012; Flyvbjerg, 2014).

Philip Selznick's TGR is undoubtedly a classic of manage-
ment and organization studies across the attributes proposed
above. Using the citation count as a measure, if TGR were a
scholarly article it would be ranked among the all-time 10
most-cited articles of the Academy of Management Journal (see
Calma and Davies, 2016). TGR is also routinely referred to as a
classic and held up as a research exemplar by other highly cited
management scholars as shown in Table 2, especially in the
sub-field of institutional theory. Selznick's (1957) Leadership
in Administration, which draws heavily on TGR, and TGR
appears frequently on doctoral and even MBA course syllabi

Table 1
Performance of TVA's dams 1933–1960.

Date of decision Date of Completion Original estimate
(millions of 2010 dollars)

Actual cost
(millions of 2010 dollars)

Actual/estimate cost ratio Dam wall height (m)

TVA average 1941 1947 375.31 388.30 1.05 56
Global average 1971 1980 699.60 1462.20 1.96 77
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