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Business Management Methods 
in Social Action Programs 

by Sanford S. Ackerman 

Introduction 

We taxpayers are going to invest well over a billion 
dollars in social action programs during the next year in 
an attempt to bring about great changes in our society. 
These programs will range from the continuing redevel­
opment and conservation of our cities to the new war on 
poverty in such forms as job-training, community action 
centers for social services, and remedial education classes. 
Additional millions of dollars of our money will be spent 
on highway construction and mass transit development. 
The resulting changes in transportation patterns could 
easily alter our society as greatly as the post-war shift to 
the suburbs, which can probably be attributed to our pre­
vious investments in F H A mortgage insurance, and the 
roads which now give us somewhat sluggish access to 
them. In a broad sense then, transportation, urban renew­
al, and poverty programs are all social action programs. 

Whether we are, by analogy, minority or majority 
stockholders in the vast enterprise which will manage 
these social action programs, we should certainly be 
interested in how the programs will be managed, and 
whether we are likely to get some worthwhile return on 
our investment. 

A n analogy between business enterprise and the com­
munity renewal, poverty, and transportation programs is 
quite appropriate, because unlike welfare and unemploy­
ment insurance programs which are penalty costs we pay 
for the minor inefficiencies of democratic government and 
free enterprise, these new programs represent a kind of 
capital investment in the productive capacity of the 
gigantic enterprise called the United States. The trans­

portation system is — or should be — one of the efficient 
integral parts of the enterprise. A l l the people who live 
here either contribute to the success of the enterprise, by 
virtue of their acquired abilities and skills, or retard its 
growth by becoming a cost to it when they are not 
equipped to live and work in our competitive society. We 
certainly must not lose our compassion as men, nor should 
we lose sight of our collective responsibility for the de­
prived and underprivileged members of our community, 
but, regardless of the moral, philosophical, and political 
justifications which led to it, a decision has been made 
to spend large sums of money. This money will be spent 
on programs which have never been tried before, to ac­
complish results which have eluded man since free enter­
prise was tempered by social conscience. 

This is a discussion of how business management meth­
ods are being used, and how they should be used to insure 
the best possible results in social action programs. I offer 
no apologies for using the language of business manage­
ment to discuss the management of social action pro­
grams, but it does not mean that I have lost sight of social 
and humanitarian considerations. It is probably time to 
abandon the equally worn shibboleths which hold that 
businessmen and engineers are insensible to the needs of 
people, and that social scientists and city planners live in 
a dream world untouched by fiscal responsibility. 

The Elements of Effective Management 

The management functions in any enterprise are plan­
ning and control. The support of these functions requires 
the collection and storage of data necessary for measure-
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ment of performance, the computation of differences be­
tween actual performance and plan, effective reporting 
of the differences to management, and an organization 
structure which permits management to correct the con­
trollable conditions which led to the deviation from plan. 
There is little consistency in either the form or the sub­
stance of these elements in business and industry, but 
most enterprises have some manifestation of each. There 
is, however, one kind of consistency in business which is 
worth noting: the units of measure in which plans are 
made, performance is measured, and control is exercised 
are generally quantitative, reasonably well defined, and 
convertible to dollars for purposes of reporting. One finds 
none of these gauges in social action programs, and for a 
very good reason — there has never been a program of 
sufficient scope, length, and interest to stimulate a persis­
tent demand for results which could be measured. Pro­
grams at the local level have been limited to narrow areas 
of social action and usually supported by a small, albeit 
determined, group of individuals. The desired results of 
these programs are rarely quantitative; i.e., specified in 
terms of the change one hopes to make in an individual 
as a result of the program. The results are even more 
rarely measured. I am not implying that there are avail­
able measures and that they have not been used — quite 
to the contrary, there are very few measures. There has 
been, however, little pressure to develop such measures, 
and to use them in management of social action pro­
grams. By analogy, there has been no SEC or IRS to 
require uniform reporting, and no A I C P A to establish 
acceptable practices. 

Planning 

At the very start then, the management of wide-scope 
social action programs is seriously handicapped by the 
lack of a body of practice and convention similar to the 
one we use in business. The plans for the program cannot 
be couched in terms of a measure of success such as profit, 
there are no engineered or historical standards of per­
formance, there is nothing which is analogous to a custo­
dial accounting system from which to draw information, 
and there is no recognizable organization structure 
through which a manager can effect change. Our concept 
of a profit plan extending through each responsible ele­
ment in the business, and serving as a flexible standard of 
performance, is not immediately applicable to the opera­
tions of social action programs. 

I believe that it is possible to develop some measures of 
accomplishment for individual social action programs, 
and eventually to combine them into a community social 
plan which would be similar to a corporate profit plan. 
Initially, however, the planning will have to take other 
forms, and be directed toward the establishment of a data 
base, an information system, measures of performance in 
social action programs, and an effective organization 
structure. 

What can be done now is to define, as best one can in 
quantitative terms, the goals of a program, the work re­
quired to attain the goals, the cost in money and man­
power to accomplish the goals, the relationship between 
the work activities and the goals, and the time sequence 
of the work activities which will be necessary to accom­
plish the goals. As an example of such a plan, consider the 

J U N E , 1965 3 



programs which are involved in the renewal of residen­

tial, commercial, and industrial structures in our cities. 

The city finds itself with areas of deteriorated (blighted) 

residential and commercial structures. The size of the 

blighted area is generally so large, and the social, political, 

and legal problems of redevelopment so complex, that 

private acquisition and redevelopment are not feasible. 

(I do not propose to argue the merits of the existing fed­

eral-local renewal organization, private vs. public sponsor­

ship, or the results of many of the efforts; the fact remains 

that the problem existed, that the need for renewal was 

crucial, and that renewal by public agencies has been 

started.) The first question is, what should the blighted 

area look like after some sort of action is taken? The 

answer can be found only by considering the city as a 

whole, and what it should be like in the future; i.e., by 

creating a master plan for the city. The master plan is by 

necessity only the most general of plans — a map showing 

planned land uses in categories, such as residential, com­

mercial, and industrial. The short-range (1-10 years) 

questions of what specific areas to treat, the method of 

treatment, and the social and financial implications of the 

treatment are not answered by the master plan. 

A comprehensive plan which does answer these ques­

tions is called a Community Renewal Program ( C R P ) , 

and is a requisite of community renewal. A local public 

agency is assigned to collect information, analyze it, pre­

pare a CRP, and publish it. We have spent over ten 

million dollars on these CRPs in the last five years. In a 

large city, a CRP can take longer than two years and cost 

more than a million dollars to prepare. 

The procedure necessary to complete a CRP is itself 

the legitimate object of considerable planning, an exam­

ple of which is the work done by the Mayor's Committee 

for Community Renewal, the local public agency which 

is preparing a Community Renewal Program for the City 

of Detroit. Touche, Ross, Bailey and Smart was engaged 

to give assistance in the preparation of this plan, and to 

provide technical consultation in operations research and 

data processing. 

Figure 1 shows the overall plan and the relationship 

between the major work components. The major work 

components were further described in increasing detail, 

until the entire C R P study was expressed in terms of work 

activities to be done, by skill level, at the man-day level. 

Figure 2 shows the planning for one major work compo­

nent at the lowest level of detail. 

This type of planning is generally known as network 

planning, and in its various forms as P E R T and CPM. It 

provides a formal structure within which the manager 

can specify the work, the resources, and the time required 

to achieve a specific goal. 

Data Collection and Storage 

Planners of social action programs quickly find that 

detailed, and even general, planning is severely limited by 

the lack of accessible data. This situation has not been 

significantly ameliorated by the succession of one-time 

collection of data for the specific purposes of other studies. 

The major source of consistent information is the decen­

nial census, and it is inadequate for a large number of the 

data requirements in social action programs. The problem 

is not merely one of data processing and reporting— 

the specific items needed for planning and for evaluation 

of programs are not easily defined. Workers in the social 

sciences have not been accustomed to the rigorous defini­

tions of data required when large-scale data processing is 

utilized, and the transition from the general to the spe­

cific is painful. 

In Detroit, one of the most pressing needs of the CRP 

study was the source data on which to base its component 

studies and analyses. The advent of the local poverty 

program, Total Action Against Poverty ( T A P ) , added a 

similar, complementary need for data. 

The items of greatest interest in the CRP and TAP 

programs are not generally available on a consistent geo­

graphical and time-period basis, and much useful infor­

mation is lost in summarization at the source. By the time 

historical data can be retrieved in a useful form, it may 

no longer be applicable, and the retrieval is often expen­

sive. 

The planners in the C R P wanted to make certain that 

future social data requirements could be met on a timely 

and economical basis, and Touche, Ross, Bailey and 

Smart was engaged to participate, with the CRP staff of 

the Mayor's Committee for Community Renewal, in the 

design and implementation of a Social Data Bank System. 

A data bank is a repository of many kinds of informa­

tion arranged so that combinations of information items 

can be retrieved by various classifications. For instance, 

one might want to find the number of school drop-outs 

and the incidence of juvenile offenses in a particular 

neighborhood for the months of January, February, and 

March. The Social Data Bank can yield such analyses. 

The Social Data Bank included twenty-five items of 

information collected from fifteen agencies when it 

started operation in January of this year. The system was 
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Figure 4 

C L E R I C A L T R A I N I N G P R O G R A M 

DATE 

J A N 
F E B 
M A R 

A P R 
M A Y 
J U N 

J U L 
A U G 
S E P 

O C T 
NOV 
D E C 

G R A D U A T E S 

OVER 
(UNDER) 

PLAN 

20 
25 

25 
35 
35 

ACTUAL 

PLAN * 

235 
253 
258 

258 
268 
268 

235 * 
235 * 
235 * 

250 * 
250 * 
250 * 

C O S T (000) 

OVER 
(UNDER) 

PLAN 

$64 
80 
80 

80 
100 
100 

ACTUAL 

PLAN -X-

$414 
430 
430 

430 
450 
450 

3 5 0 * 
3 5 0 * 
3 5 0 * 

3 7 2 * 
372 * 
372 * 

Y T D 140 1,540 $504 $ 2 , 6 0 4 

A N N U A L P L A N $ 4 , 2 6 6 
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designed with rigorous accounting controls on the data 

from collection through reporting, and a monthly recon­

ciliation is made to insure accuracy. The Social Data 

Bank should serve not only the immediate needs of the 

Community Renewal Program and the Total Action 

Against Poverty Program, but should also provide a 

meaningful, reliable, and timely source of information for 

all interested public and private agencies. The system is 

designed to store detail data so that future users of the 

data will not be penalized by arbitrary summarization and 

classification at the source. In the meantime, a monthly 

summary is made on the basis of presently meaningful 

planning areas and TAP target areas, and reported in the 

form shown in Figure 3. 

Reporting 

As we progress through the management cycle from 

planning through control elements, there is less and less 

basis on which to compare the management of social ac­

tion programs to business enterprises, simply because we 

have never before had broad-scope social action pro­

grams. The kind of reporting described here is either an 

example from the pioneering work which we did with the 

Detroit CRP and TAP groups, or my own suggestion of 

how some elements of profitability accounting and report­

ing can be effectively used in social action programs. 

The computer-generated report shown in Figure 3 was 

designed to incorporate trend reporting principles. Each 

month, the current month's figure is shown in the first 

line. Immediately below, the previous twelve months' fig­

ures are given, followed by a year-to-date total and a one-

year moving average. The report is given by planning 

area — a small area of about a hundred acres which has 

boundaries such as major streets, railroad tracks, express­

ways, etc. 

This kind of report would represent a low level of man­

agement information in a large business, but it is revo­

lutionary in social action programs. Later, when the 

information supplied by such reports is used to formulate 

quantitative goals for specific programs, it may be possible 

to give the manager of a social action program a report 

such as the (fictitious) one shown in Figure 4. I suggest 

that although there is no concept of profitability in such 

a report, the project costs could be identified by responsi­

bility, within which there are valid measures of perform­

ance, and that the variances can be explained by mix and 

volume variance analyses — in short, that many of the 

concepts of profitability accounting can be used effectively 

for management reporting in social action programs. 

Organization 

The Economic Opportunity Act, which authorizes the 

various poverty programs, allows a large number of dif­

ferent kinds of public and private organizations to apply 

for funds and to implement the programs at the local 

level. City governments, charitable organizations, boards 

of education, and even business enterprises can administer 

the various programs. The only specification of organiza­

tion at the local level is in such language as, " . . . a pro­

gram . . . which is developed, conducted and administered 

with the maximum feasible participation of residents of 

the areas and members of the groups served; and . . . 

which is conducted, administered, or coordinated by a 

public or private non-profit agency (other than a politi­

cal par ty) , or a combination thereof." 

I do not believe that a rigid specification of organiza­

tion could insure or promote good management of social 

action programs. However, the Economic Opportunity 

Act will make it possible for public and private agencies 

to obtain funds for programs which will be implemented 

without continuing management control above the indi­

vidual agency level. It is true that evidence of commu­

nity-wide plans and advisory and coordination groups are 

required by the Office of Economic Opportunity, but it is 

nevertheless still quite possible that individual programs 

at the local level will operate independently, and without 

any but custodial accounting controls. 

We shall have to wait to see how well the developing 

organizations can manage the expanding social action 

programs. 

Conclusion 

The magnitude of expenditures and the far-reaching 

effects of broadly-defined social action programs should 

motivate us to be interested in their efficient management. 

We, as taxpayers, should show an even greater interest in 

the management of these programs than in efficient man­

agement of routine governmental functions, because social 

action programs are investments in the future productiv­

ity of the whole country. Their effectiveness will have a 

profound influence on whether large segments of our 

population will be productive assets or a continuing drain 

on our resources. 

I believe that management methods which have proven 

effective in business can be applied to social action pro­

grams; their use will help all of us derive the maximum 

possible benefit. 
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