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Quality Guru Series 11. Tom Peters 
 

Thomas J. (Tom) Peters was born in Baltimore, Maryland in 1942. 

After gaining a degree in civil engineering in 1965, he later studied 

business at Stanford Business School. 

  

From 1966 to 1970, he was in the United States Navy and served in 

Vietnam, later working in the Pentagon and then from 1973 to 1974 

in the White House as a senior drug-abuse advisor during the Nixon 

administration. He has since acknowledged the influence of military 

strategist Colonel John Boyd on his later writing. 

  

However, he is best known for his work on leadership, which he defined as being central to the 

quality improvement process, discarding the word "Management" for "Leadership" and defining 

the role of a leader, rather than manager, as one of a facilitator rather than a boss. He came up 

with the concept of "Managing by walking about" (MBWA), enabling the leader to keep in touch 

with customers, innovation and people, the three main areas in the pursuit of excellence. MBWA 

has since been also referred to as management by wandering about or management by walking 

around and involves managers consistently reserving time to walk through their departments 

and/or to be available for impromptu discussions, frequently going together with an open-door 

management policy. Tom Peters believes that, as the effective leader walks, at least 3 major 

activities are happening which are critical in getting the best possible performance from people: 

 Listening - suggests caring 

 Teaching - values are transmitted 
 Facilitating - able to give on-the-spot help 

From 1974 to 1981 Tom Peters worked as a management 

consultant at McKinsey & Company. It was there that he and 

Robert Waterman researched successful American 

organizations and developed the McKinsey 7S 

framework, which is still widely used today. Its basic premise 

is that there are seven internal aspects of any organization 

that are completely interdependent and need to be properly 

aligned if the organization is to be successful.   

Some aspects are defined as "hard" (strategy, structure, 

systems), being more tangible and therefore easier to focus 

on, while others are categorized as "soft" (shared values, 

skills, style, staff), being more influenced by culture and 

harder to manage, so that in some organizations they are 

hardly managed at all. However, these soft elements are as 

important as the hard elements if the organization is going to 

be successful.  

He left McKinsey to become an independent consultant. His book In Search of Excellence, jointly 

written with Robert Waterman, was published in 1982 and became a bestseller, His ideas have 

always been very popular in the UK and in 1990 he was honoured by the British Department of 

Trade and Industry (DTI) as one of the world's Quality Gurus. He is still working in the field of 

leadership, excellence and organizational success, now with his own company.  
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