
Robbing Peter 

 
"It's all a matter of personality" the speaker was saying "not of technical skills". 

 
Paul was listening to Dr Marten current guru of the management world and author of "The 
Reverse Peter Principle". It was the use of the name in the title that had first brought the 
auspicious Doctor to his attention - prior to that he had thought that the guru was a boot 
manufacturer from Northampton. 

 
"Of course everyone is familiar with the Peter Principle - that employees in an organisation 
rise to their level of incompetence i.e. one level above competence; and that this is due to 
management's, or the individual's, inability to recognise that doing your current job well can 
be satisfying and rewarding to many people. Not everyone needs advancement. 

 
"My Reverse Peter Principle - the RPP - is much more useful but demands greater effort on 
the part of management to recognise the situation. It is based on the fact that potential 
managers are bored by the more lowly tasks and do not do them well. Thus, in extremis, a 
high flier will make a botch of the budget form because he has no interest in that level of 
detail and will not listen to the clerk who is expert at that level. The clerk is thus amazed that 
such an ignoramus should be promoted when he can't even do the simplest tasks. 

 
"Once on the ladder the subject of our principle soon realises that doing the job yourself is a 
mug's game and there are plenty of lemmings out there. The allocation of, or buying in, of 
resources soon becomes the only way to proceed with a task for our 'man' (if you will permit 
me to be sexist in my terminology) is not a doer himself. 

 
"At each promotion he will improve as each time he raises his level in the organisation he has 
access to a greater range of support and external services. This is why we tend to find that our 
great managers are not made from the academic achievers of our college days but from the 
team captains and even the bullies who had ways - good or bad - of persuading others to do 
the mundane tasks for them. They also seek sponsorship from those who have already 
succeeded and later return it to others who would themselves succeed but are further down 
the ladder. 

 
"My purpose is not to decry the role of the technocrat, the specialist and the administrator - 
but simply to put them into context. Promote not the man who has just shown his adequacy in 
his current post but the bored underachiever who aspires to lead - help show him the way. 

 
"Thank you and goodnight". 

 
The presentation closed to rapturous applause and as Paul filed out with the other 'suits' who 
had packed the seminar he was surprised to see an old friend from his previous employment. 
They had worked together for two or three years before James had moved on to better things. 
They greeted each other like the long lost friends they were and retired to the bar for a few 
drinks before retiring home. 

 
As they went over their experiences since their last meeting Paul became aware that James 
had subtly changed. He was a more rounded person and inclined to see the bigger picture. His 
personal life had not, however, reflected his advancement on the business scene. He was in 
the throes of divorce though, to all accounts, not a bitter one. His wife felt that he was not the 
gentle, caring person she had married and she no longer wished to be part of his life. 
That said he had achieved much in the time since they had last seen each other, being vice-
president of a software development company. Paul soon started to compare his own 
progress. 

 



"You heard what Dr Marten was saying about the 'RPP'? Well that's how I see things but I'm 
on the wrong end of it - instead of looking down the telescope at my great future it's as if I'm 
looking at the other end and I'm going to vanish into obscurity. Whenever I ask for more 
resources they tell me to do it myself and then congratulate me on a good job. 

 
"It's the same with Peter - you know - from the computer department we're complete 
opposites but we both get the same treatment. He's lively and a natural talker and people love 
to be around him but he lacks my tact and diplomacy so people get upset when he steps out of 
line. People say we should be shaken up together in a bag." 

 
James apologised that he would have to leave but gave Paul his own business card and that of 
another organisation. The other card read: 

 
   EGO INCORPORATED 

 
   Make the best of you personality 

 
   Toll free 0365-66661 

 
Paul was intrigued and at first thought that, because of the 6's in the number that he was being 
propositioned to sell his soul. James assured him that it was not like that and suggested he 
make contact with them as soon as he could. 

 
"They worked wonders for me," was his parting shot. 

 

 
The next morning he was on the phone booking an appointment for his first consultation and 
picked up a cancellation at short notice. On entering the building he was struck by the sheer 
size of the organisation and the opulence of the decor. "Nothing cheap here," he thought, "just 
the sweet smell of success." 

 
He met a quiet man, who he took for a psychologist and a lady who gave him a number of 
psychometric tests - the sort you get on a management assessment but much less obscure. 
Inside three hours he had told them who he was and what he wanted and had poured out his 
heart over his lack of progress. They appeared impressed with his resolve and acquainted him 
with the fee scale for their services. 

 
"This is a total package - you can't just take part of it - and it has to be geared to the 
availability of the required components. It's a bit like replacement organ surgery and there's 
no point trying to do a heart replacement if you don't have a donor." They explained that 
finding donors was not all that difficult as you could buy anything but where a mutual 
exchange could be arranged that was even better. 

 
He agreed that he wished to proceed and signed up to the payment schedule which amounted 
to $1m over the next ten years. At this point their attention switched to the mention he had 
made of his colleague Peter and the qualities that Peter had that would enhance Paul's 
personality and vice versa. At the end of the session Paul was counselled to get Peter along to 
see if he wanted to join the programme. 

 
To Paul's surprise Peter was almost immediately persuaded and went for his first session 
within the next week. As he had difficulties on the financial front - they offered Peter a free 
lower grade service provided he kept all his appointments and made himself available for 
training purposes. Paul overlooked the discrepancy with what they had offered him. 

 



For Paul everything was going fine and the counsellors laid out for him a personality profile 
that would be bound to ensure his success. They told him that Peter's progress was a little 
problematical and would require more time so they should not compare notes. At this point 
the alarm bells rang and he realised that they were setting up to transfer to him those 
attributes that he desired from his own colleague. After the initial panic and wavering he 
rationalised that life wasn't fair and he had been robbed of a share of his rightful attributes at 
birth. He said nothing. 

 
On the fateful day of his transfer Paul recorded with disinterest that Peter also had an 
appointment that day and geared himself up for the greatest moment of his life. The transfer 
took over two hours during which time he was largely unconscious of what was happening 
but at the end he certainly felt different. 

 
"Go home and take the next few days to acclimatise. Don't be surprised if you want to do new 
things or if you respond in a different way from predicted. That's all part of the settling in 
process. Don't touch any alcohol or drugs for at least ten days. Go to work as normal next 
week and just watch out for the difference. Call if you have any problems." 

 
 With this and best wishes for his new future he left the offices of EGO INCORPORATED 
and stepped out into his brave new world. 

 
He followed all of the instructions and returned to work as a new man. At first this paid off 
and he made great strides in his projects and succeeded where previously he might have 
failed. He applied for a new post and was rewarded with an immediate interview, narrowly 
missing the job which was given to an ex Olympic swimmer. "EI couldn't have transferred 
that across," he consoled himself and prepared himself for his next leap. 

 
However this was taken over by events as his application had brought him to the attention of 
the senior VP for the area. His file was reviewed and shortly he was asked to retake all of the 
personality profile tests that he had done on his management assessment. His results were 
reviewed by the head of Human Resources and the VP and their judgement was clear. 

 
"He's changed completely from the guy we had last year - he's lost most of the basic qualities 
that have made him so useful. He has to go." 

 
And so Paul was 'delayered' in a departmental reorganisation and was sent out to join all of 
the other souls who had been 're-engineered', 'downsized', 'undeployed', 'redundized' and those 
who had just been screwed. 
 
His sense of outrage was justified and he took out his contract from EGO INCORPORATED 
to see what redress he had. No satisfaction was guaranteed - not even a partial recovery. 
Despite this he made an appointment as they had told him to do in the event of trouble and 
the following day he met the psychologist who had briefed him. 

 
To Paul's surprise he was most understanding and after a phone call to their quality control 
department agreed to refund all of his fees and cancel their agreement. Paul shook hands and 
left with a sense of relief. 

 
As he walked through the expensive marble foyer and approached the priceless stained glass 
revolving door he noticed a Cadillac executive limousine from which emerged a dapper 
Amani clad man of his own age and build. As Peter came in through the door the concierge 
saluted and an aide caught him by the arm to engage his attention. 

 
"Peter," called Paul, "How are you?" 

 



"Why Hello Paul," said Peter, greeting him and taking him by the arm in that way that great 
men do with their underlings. 

 
"I'm fine. Remember last month that I came in for a minor training session - you know, the 
day you came for treatment. Well after the training session I ended up being interviewed for 
the post of Marketing President and I got it. They said I have the perfect personality for the 
job." 


