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Taylorism, Fordism, And Organisational Efficiency 


Taylorism or Scientific Management Theory (SMT) was a revolution within business, influencing practices to this day.  Named after its inventor, Frederick Winslow Taylor, the theory focused on the study of people, behavior, and tasks. Taylor’s theory was the based upon the desire to attain efficiency by breaking down tasks into sub-tasks. Through this method, he hoped to discover which method of completion was more efficient (Waring, 2016). 

Taylorism has 4 underlining key points (Littler, 1978). Firstly, staff to be specially selected and trained for specific roles. This was accomplished through relying on the principle that workers’ skills and abilities should be a decisive factor in determining what job they should have. He also suggested that these staff members should be provided with clear instructions as to how to do their work and that their working day should be supervised. He called for long established, practice based methods (a “rule of thumb” type methodology) of working to be replaced by more specialized methods supported by the information gathered through scientific studies of the work that needed to be carried out (SMT). These methods were intended to result in increased adaptability and efficiency. The fourth key point devised a work place hierarchy, of sorts ,which laid out how the work load would be split between managers and workers. Managers would have the role of the scientific planning of the working day (through SMT) and the workers would then follow this. Taylor believed that interruptions during this planning stage should be eradicated and that incentives and wages should be provided with the goal of encouraging employees and enhancing their output.   

The term Fordism was coined by Antonio Gramsci and encapsulates the economic philosophy that prosperity and high profits could be achieved through paying workers high wages. Henry Ford believed “men only work for two reasons: one is for wages, one is for fear of losing their jobs.” He dealt with labour turnover by paying his employees $5 a day, double the competition at the current time but also held strict regulations as to who worked for him, ran by his sociological department (Raff and Summers, 1987).  This department would conduct an investigation into the home life of an employee, in order to ensure that they had good home conditions, good personal habits, and a demonstrated thrift.  These paternalistic techniques invaded the privacy of the workers, however the workers overlooked the inspections as they were receiving a premium pay for their work.  

Fordism is a way of organizing the work process based on the concept that mass production is achieved though repetitive single unit production (Jessop, 2020).  This economic model bases mass production on mass consumption. The financial growth amongst sectors of the population during Ford’s era resulted in larger demand for products that were once only affordable for the wealthy minority, specifically cars. The complexity of mechanics, especially in regard to the vast number of components they require resulted in Ford developing a standardization strategy. Not only was there a need to standardized components to ensure products were easy to make and repair but, also, the manufacturing processes. To achieve this second objective, Henry Ford created the assembly line in 1913/14 where each worker performed a single, repetitive task (Batchelor, 1994).  This perfection of mass production techniques meant that Ford eventually was able to make everything he needed for his product from raw materials himself, achieving an almost monopoly over the entire process, from the very beginning of the gathering or raw materials to the completion of the final product (Wood, 2003). This resulting in not only substantial profit through the saving of costs but also ensured he had complete control over the production process which helped ensure he could achieve maximum efficiency in line with his economic philosophy. Both Taylorism and Fordism have been extremely influential to the evolution of business as they were both champions of efficiency.  Fordism can be seen as an extension of Taylorism as Ford gave the framework his own unique perspective. However, due to the influence SMT had on Ford and his theory, both Taylorism and Fordism share similar pitfalls in practice,  such as its assumptions on employee motivation.  We have since discovered that job satisfaction is a key motivator of employees, there are non-financial methods of motivation which can increase efficiency within the workplace (Wilson and McKinlay, 2010).  

Ford’s method of operations was often scrutinized; a notable critic was none other than Frederick Taylor himself.  Taylor was unsatisfied with Ford’s approach, comparing Ford’s use of unskilled assembly line workers to trained gorillas (Maxton and Wormald, 2004). The work conducted in line with both Ford’s and Taylor’s method was highly monotonous.  Taylor placed emphasis on skilled workers in his theory, ensuring that all staff were selected on the merit of their skill which, he believed, would translate into efficiency.  Although this perspective is not without merit, one of the chief innovative aspects of Fordism was standardization which was achievable, with great efficiency, using unskilled labour.  

Due to the time period in which both Ford and Taylor lived, the lack of technology compared to today’s standard meant that both men were unable to mechanize many areas of their work. For example, in modern society, Ford’s assembly line, on which many of his workers were employed assembling car parts, has now largely be replaced with machinery which can fulfill this purpose even more efficiently (Redford and Swift, 1981).  In today’s society some low skilled jobs, such as production on the assembly line, have been replaced with machines.  These machines lack the nature of human error, they are the perfect employee to an organisation.  The machines are able to work continuously, without the need for holidays or sick days.  In their era, the world was not without mechanical technology. Therefore, neither of them would have been ignorant to the boost in efficiency such advancements had brought to their industry. Thus, it is sensible to deduce that this inability to mechanize meant that employees were encouraged to be, and treated, as machine-like as possible in order to get as close to maximum efficiency as was practicable.  

Taylor theorized that efficiency will be gained through the incentive of pay, higher productivity in the workplace would equate to higher pay.  As discussed earlier in the report, Ford also held this belief.  This premium pay would come at the cost of “monotonous, degrading, and life draining work,” as described by Gramsci (Hoare and Smith, 2005).  Due to the nature of the work, employees were interchangeable.  This would create an atmosphere of pressure, which would motivate them to perform within their role.  Though pressure does not create a pleasant work environment, many studies have been made regarding workplace, and how they may have an effect on employee performance.  As a result of Fordism, cities became hives of industry.  Workplaces in rural regions would suffer, as they were unable to contend with larger organisations.  This led to a large amount of migration, as there were more opportunities in cities, which in turn also led to more organisations setting up in cities, as there was a continuous workforce available.  SMT has had the problem of being overly bureaucratic, and strict organisations will have a high turnover rate of staff (Jones, 2000).  The high turnover rate means the organisation will constantly be training new staff, which is in inefficient use of time.  Ford had this problem within the early years of his operation, which he solved by doubling the pay of his employees.  Fordism is extremely bureaucratic as a system, allowing easy control, it had a functional administrative design, due to the need of logistical planning.  He perfected the system through his belief of higher wages, as overly bureaucratic was a disadvantage of Taylor’s SMT.  
Amazon- A Review


This review will focus on Amazon, specifically their warehouses.  Amazon are a household name and the global tech conglomerate is widely recognised around the world.  It is evident that the organisation have been inspired by the previous works of Taylor and Ford, though it is not always the positive elements which are selected.  

Their warehouses share a similarity with Ford’s assembly lines, in the sense that unskilled workers can be hired and trained.  This sits in contrast with SMT which focused more on the hiring of skilled workers. 

Amazon have a strict quotas which applies to all employees in order to maintain efficiency.  The quotas are different for each department. For example, warehouse workers will have to pick a certain number of items an hour to meet their quota and will wear electronic tags which are used to monitor their speed.  If employees struggle to complete their hourly targets,  they are reprimanded and consistent lack of achievement equates to loss of position (Schein, 2017).  This could be considered an evolution of SMT as Taylor believed employees should be supervised whilst completing their tasks in order to deduce what was the most efficient method.  This technological advancement has provided Amazon with the ability to micro-manage efficiency among their employees to the number of units they are able to complete per hour. This helps ensure organizational targets are met. 

Although Amazon have achieved things through evolving Taylor’s theory, the disadvantages of SMT have persisted alongside these advancements. The overly bureaucratic element of a strict organisation can cause high turnover rates.  Full automation does not yet exist in this sector and, much like in Fordism, employees are treated like machines (Ashford, 2020).  The organisation demands extreme amounts of efficiency from employees which creates an extremely stressful work environment.  A study was conducted in California to monitor Amazon’s turnover rates and it was discovered that some warehouses displayed a turnover rate above 100%. This means that more employees had previously left these positions than the total number of people currently employed within them (Tung and Berkowitz, 2020).  Although this figure is very high, Amazon seem unconcerned with the turnover rate. We could attribute this seeming indifference to the fact that there are is always a consistent stream of applicants.  Much like Ford’s method, the employees hold standardized positions and will require minimal training in order to begin working.  

Amazon appear to have adopted Ford’s theory on the motivation of man in the sense that money is a key motivator.  The key to their stream of disposable workers is the pay that they offer as Amazon offer a wage that is higher than the minimum in different territories.  The quote from Gramsci is once again relevant, stating that employees endure degrading work for premium pay.  Many other positions will offer work which will provide the employee with a better environment but Amazon remains extremely popular for applicants due to this premium.  

Elements of Ford’s methods were criticised as being intrusive even though the objective of them was to ensure efficiency.  Amazon also take steps to ensure efficiency from their employees, such as drug testing during the hiring process.  Much like Ford, this is to ensure that their would be employees have good habits.  Therefore, it is reasonable to say that  Amazon have incorporated methods which can also be deemed as intrusive. A further example of this intrusiveness being the electronic tags worn whilst working which are used to measure the amount of time employees spent in the lavatory. If the employees spend too long in the lavatory, they are reprimanded (Nolan, 2016).  

Although Amazon’s approach is often scrutinized and the organisation operates with an extremely high rate of turnover, they remain extremely successful.  Amazon have taken the efficiency focused methods of Taylorism and Fordism and have adapted them to the 21st century, using innovative technological methods to better track progress.  

Taylor did criticize Ford’s method for his lack of skilled workers and so, he would likely do the same to Amazon.  He believed in specialists and their knowledge in relation to tasks so it seems commonsensical that he would be critical of  amazon’s turnover margins. This is especially true in relation to the time it takes to constantly train new employees, as this could be considered inefficient.  However, this criticism is perhaps not applicable to Amazon as they are utilising the approach which Ford adopted and so are gaining extreme efficiency without the requirement of specialists.  This is a method which has benefited them as they are in no short supply of employees.  
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