
who is considered the first lady of
management
who is considered the first lady of management is a question that often arises in discussions
about the pioneers who shaped modern management theories and practices. The title is most
commonly attributed to Mary Parker Follett, an influential thinker and practitioner whose
contributions laid foundational stones for organizational behavior, leadership, and conflict
resolution. Her innovative ideas emerged during the early 20th century, a time dominated by
traditional hierarchical management styles. This article explores who Mary Parker Follett was, her
major contributions to management thought, and why she holds the distinction as the first lady of
management. Additionally, it examines her lasting impact on contemporary management practices
and how her principles continue to influence leadership today. For those seeking to understand the
origins of participative management and human relations in the workplace, this discussion provides
valuable insights.
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Mary Parker Follett: A Pioneer in Management
Mary Parker Follett (1868–1933) is widely recognized as the first lady of management due to her
groundbreaking work in the fields of organizational theory and leadership. Born in Massachusetts,
Follett was a social worker, philosopher, and management consultant who challenged the dominant
scientific management paradigm of her time. She emphasized the human element in organizations,
advocating for collaborative processes and democratic leadership styles. Follett’s work transcended
conventional management by integrating psychology, sociology, and political science into
organizational studies, making her one of the earliest female voices in a male-dominated discipline.
Her ideas on power, authority, and conflict resolution were revolutionary and laid the groundwork
for human relations and participative management theories that gained prominence decades later.

Early Life and Education
Follett’s educational background included studies at Radcliffe College and the University of
Cambridge, where she engaged deeply with political philosophy and social sciences. Her academic
foundation informed her holistic approach to management, focusing on the interconnectedness of
individuals within organizations. Early in her career, Follett worked with settlement houses, which



exposed her to real-world social dynamics and organizational challenges. This experience fueled her
passion for improving workplace relationships and organizational effectiveness.

Context of Management During Her Era
In Follett’s time, management was dominated by Frederick Taylor’s scientific management
principles, which prioritized efficiency, standardization, and top-down control. Follett’s perspective
contrasted sharply with these mechanistic views, as she argued for viewing organizations as living
systems where human cooperation and shared power were essential. Her advocacy for participative
decision-making and conflict integration was groundbreaking, positioning her as a visionary ahead of
her time.

Key Contributions to Management Theory
Mary Parker Follett’s contributions to management theory are extensive and continue to influence
contemporary practices. Her work introduced several key concepts that reshaped how managers
and scholars understand organizational dynamics and leadership.

Integration and Conflict Resolution
One of Follett’s most significant contributions was her concept of conflict integration. Unlike
traditional views that saw conflict as inherently negative, Follett perceived conflict as an opportunity
for innovation and growth. She proposed that conflicts should be resolved through integration,
where conflicting parties work collaboratively to find solutions that satisfy all interests. This
approach laid the foundation for modern conflict management and negotiation strategies in
organizations.

Power-With Versus Power-Over
Follett made a critical distinction between “power-over” and “power-with.” While “power-over”
refers to domination and control, “power-with” emphasizes shared power and collective influence.
She argued that effective management relies on the latter, promoting cooperation and joint
ownership of decisions. This idea was a precursor to contemporary concepts of empowerment and
participative leadership.

Leadership as a Process
Rather than viewing leadership as a set of traits possessed by individuals, Follett described
leadership as a dynamic process involving interaction between leaders and followers. She
highlighted the importance of group dynamics and the leader’s role in facilitating collaboration and
shared purpose. Her process-oriented view of leadership influenced later theories such as
transformational and servant leadership.



Philosophy and Approach to Leadership
Mary Parker Follett’s philosophy centered on humanizing management and fostering democratic
principles within organizations. She believed that organizations function best when individuals work
together harmoniously, guided by mutual respect and shared goals.

Democratic Leadership and Participation
Follett championed the idea that decision-making should be decentralized and inclusive,
encouraging participation from all organizational members. She saw democracy not just as a
political system but as a practical approach to management that enhances creativity, commitment,
and morale. Her advocacy for participatory leadership anticipated later developments in team-based
and collaborative work environments.

Role of Managers as Facilitators
In Follett’s view, managers are not mere controllers but facilitators who help coordinate activities
and mediate relationships within the organization. She emphasized the importance of
communication, negotiation, and conflict resolution skills for managers. This perspective shifted the
role of management from authoritative command to collaborative guidance.

Emphasis on Group Dynamics
Follett was among the first to recognize the significance of group behavior and social processes at
work. She argued that understanding group dynamics was essential for effective leadership and
organizational success. Her insights contributed to the emergence of the human relations movement
and organizational psychology.

Legacy and Impact on Modern Management
The legacy of Mary Parker Follett as the first lady of management is evident in numerous
contemporary management theories and practices. Her pioneering ideas continue to resonate in
areas such as leadership development, organizational behavior, and conflict management.

Influence on Human Relations Movement
Follett’s focus on human factors and social processes anticipated the human relations movement led
by Elton Mayo and others. Her work underscored the importance of employee motivation, teamwork,
and leadership empathy, which are now central to modern management philosophy.



Contributions to Organizational Behavior
Many principles Follett introduced, such as participative decision-making and group dynamics, have
become fundamental concepts in organizational behavior studies. Her interdisciplinary approach
paved the way for integrating behavioral sciences into management education and practice.

Relevance in Contemporary Leadership
Today’s leadership models often reflect Follett’s ideas, emphasizing collaboration, empowerment,
and shared vision. Concepts like transformational leadership and servant leadership owe intellectual
debts to her early work. Additionally, conflict resolution techniques used in organizations today build
upon her integration approach.

Recognition and Honors
Although Mary Parker Follett’s work was not fully appreciated during her lifetime, she has since
received significant recognition as a foundational figure in management thought.

Posthumous Recognition
Several management scholars and institutions have honored Follett’s contributions by naming
awards, lectures, and academic chairs after her. Her writings are studied in business schools
worldwide as seminal texts in leadership and organizational theory.

Inclusion in Management Canon
Follett is now regarded as a pioneering woman in management whose ideas were ahead of their
time. She is frequently cited in literature on leadership, organizational development, and conflict
management, securing her place as an essential figure in the history of management.

Key Publications
Her major works, including "The New State" and "Dynamic Administration," remain influential
resources for understanding early management philosophy and its evolution.

Integration of conflict as a positive force1.

Distinction between power-with and power-over2.

Leadership as an interactive process3.

Promotion of democratic participation in organizations4.



Emphasis on human relations and group dynamics5.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is considered the first lady of management?
Mary Parker Follett is widely regarded as the first lady of management for her pioneering work in
organizational theory and management.

Why is Mary Parker Follett called the first lady of
management?
Mary Parker Follett is called the first lady of management due to her early and influential
contributions to management theory, emphasizing human relations, leadership, and conflict
resolution.

What were Mary Parker Follett’s main contributions to
management?
Her main contributions include ideas on participatory management, conflict resolution through
integration, and viewing organizations as communities.

When did Mary Parker Follett make her impact on
management?
Mary Parker Follett made her impact during the early 20th century, particularly from the 1910s to
the 1930s.

How did Mary Parker Follett influence modern management
practices?
She influenced modern management by promoting collaborative leadership, empowering employees,
and emphasizing the importance of human relations in organizations.

Is Mary Parker Follett recognized in business schools today?
Yes, Mary Parker Follett is studied in business schools as a foundational figure in management and
organizational behavior.

What books did Mary Parker Follett write on management?
Some of her notable works include "The New State" (1918) and "Dynamic Administration"
(posthumously published in 1941).



Did Mary Parker Follett introduce any unique management
concepts?
Yes, she introduced concepts such as 'power with' instead of 'power over' and the idea of integrative
unity in conflict resolution.

How does Mary Parker Follett’s approach differ from classical
management theories?
Unlike classical theories that emphasize hierarchy and control, Follett emphasized cooperation,
human relationships, and decentralized decision-making.

Why is Mary Parker Follett’s work still relevant today?
Her work remains relevant because it addresses the human and social aspects of management,
which are critical for effective leadership and organizational success in modern workplaces.

Additional Resources
1. Mary Parker Follett: Prophet of Management
This book explores the pioneering work of Mary Parker Follett, often regarded as the first lady of
management. It delves into her innovative ideas on organizational behavior, leadership, and conflict
resolution that were ahead of her time. The author highlights how Follett’s theories laid the
groundwork for modern management practices and continue to influence contemporary thought.

2. The New State: Group Organization the Solution of Popular Government
Written by Mary Parker Follett herself, this classic text presents her vision of democratic
management and the importance of group dynamics in organizations. Follett argues for integrative
unity, where collaboration replaces competition, fostering more effective leadership. The book
remains a seminal work for understanding participatory management and collective decision-
making.

3. Dynamic Administration: The Collected Papers of Mary Parker Follett
This collection compiles Follett’s most influential essays on management and administration. It
provides readers with deep insights into her concepts of power, authority, and leadership as
dynamic processes rather than fixed hierarchies. The book is essential for anyone interested in the
evolution of organizational theory.

4. Mary Parker Follett and the Social Reconstruction of Business
This biography and analysis detail Follett’s contributions to bridging business management with
social responsibility. It examines how her ideas encouraged businesses to act as cooperative social
institutions rather than mere profit machines. The book contextualizes her work within the
progressive era and its relevance to today’s corporate social governance.

5. Leadership and the Art of Conflict Resolution: Mary Parker Follett’s Legacy
Focusing on Follett’s groundbreaking approach to conflict resolution, this book outlines her concept
of “constructive conflict” as a tool for innovation and growth. It explains how leaders can harness
conflicts to create integrative solutions that benefit all parties involved. The text draws practical



lessons for modern managers from Follett’s philosophical insights.

6. Mary Parker Follett: Creating Democracy, Transforming Management
This book highlights Follett’s role in shaping democratic principles within organizational
management. It discusses her belief that effective management should empower employees and
encourage participative decision-making. The narrative connects her ideas to contemporary
movements toward workplace democracy and collaborative leadership.

7. Integrative Unity: Mary Parker Follett’s Contribution to Organizational Theory
Exploring one of Follett’s core concepts, this book delves into “integrative unity” and its implications
for teamwork and leadership. It explains how Follett envisioned organizations as living systems
where diverse individuals unite for common goals. Readers gain an understanding of how this
concept challenges traditional top-down management models.

8. The Power of Power: Mary Parker Follett and the Dynamics of Influence
This text examines Follett’s innovative ideas on power as a relational and dynamic force rather than
a static possession. It discusses her distinction between “power-over” and “power-with,”
emphasizing collaborative influence. The book provides valuable insights into leadership and
organizational change inspired by Follett’s philosophy.

9. Mary Parker Follett in the 21st Century: Relevance and Application
This contemporary analysis assesses how Follett’s early 20th-century ideas remain applicable in
today’s complex and rapidly changing business environments. It showcases case studies where her
principles have been successfully implemented in modern organizations. The book serves as a bridge
connecting historical management theory with current practice.
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