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Jerry z. Muller: The Tyranny of Metrics
Princeton, NJ, 2018: Princeton University 
Press, 245 pp.

If you accept as true that it is possible as 
well as desirable to replace judgement 
based on experience with numerical indi-
cators of comparative performance (met-
rics), that making such metrics public will 
ensure that organisations carry out their in-
tended purposes, and that the best way to 
motivate people within these organisations 
is by attaching rewards and penalties to 
their measured performance, then you may 
perhaps suffer from ‘metric fixation’. In 
that case you should most definitely read 
this book by Jerry Z. Muller, an emeritus 
professor of history at the Catholic Univer-
sity of America. If you do not accept the 
above as true, you should also read the 
book, because it will tell you when and 
how metrics can in fact be used to good 
purpose. 

The notion of metrics as a measure to 
evaluate performance became popular in 
the 1980s in the world of business manage-
ment. An important propagator was the in-
vention and rapid adoption of the spread-
sheet and the resulting ease of tabulating 
data. At the same time, principal-agent 
theory taught that the interests of princi-
pals and agents diverge, and metrics 
would efficiently convey to principals how 
well agents are carrying out the principals’ 
goals. This thinking, which was soon su-
perimposed on a variety of other activities 
and institutions, from hospitals and educa-
tion to the military, became the call to arms 
of advocates of what became known as 
New Public Management. These advocates 
wanted public institutions to be run more 
like businesses. Metrics would measure 
performance, monetary incentives would 

direct performance, and public availability 
of metrics would optimise performance by 
making public institutions compete. 

As Muller points out, herein lies an in-
teresting paradox. Fredrich Hayek – who 
built partly on the insights of Ludwig von 
Mises – chastised socialists for trying to en-
gineer economic life. Central planners do 
not know all the relevant inputs and out-
puts that make up life in a complex organ-
isation such as society. Not only is de-
centralised information unavailable, but a 
planned economy also prohibits entrepre-
neurial discovery. In a truly competitive 
market, entrepreneurs not only use their 
knowledge of local conditions to their ad-
vantage, but they also discover new and 
more efficient uses for existing resources, 
and they come up with new products and 
services previously unknown and unsus-
pected. Despite its aim to replicate the con-
ditions of competition, metric fixation re-
produces many of the errors of planning. 
In a planned economy, planners set quanti-
tative targets for each productive unit to 
fulfil. Today, bureaucrats also set measura-
ble performance targets for public institu-
tions to fulfil. And just like Soviet manag-
ers would meet targets by producing infe-
rior goods, so do today’s public managers, 
argues Muller. 

Having a background as a university 
administrator, Muller provides many in-
sights into how this dynamic has impacted 
universities. When universities are meas-
ured and rewarded in part based on grad-
uation rates, the predictable consequence 
is a lower standard demanded for gradua-
tion. When departments are evaluated by 
the number of publications, the predicta-
ble consequence is more publications, not 
better ones. When individual researchers 
are rewarded for measured performance, 
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the predictable consequence is an erosion 
of the sense of common purpose and of the 
social relationships that enable corpora-
tion. And when university management is 
measured and rewarded according to in-
ternational rankings, the predictable con-
sequence is that universities become more 
like what the rankings measure. 

Muller concludes by arguing that there 
is nothing intrinsically pernicious about 
metrics. They can contribute to improved 
performance, but only if they are designed 
to function in alliance with professional 
judgement: judgement about whether to 
measure, what to measure, how to evalu-
ate, whether to attach rewards and penal-
ties to measurements, and to whom to 
make results available. Measurement with-
out such judgement provides us with dis-
torted knowledge, and it may ultimately 
draw attention away from what we really 
care about. 

As Muller acknowledges, these argu-
ments are not new. Yet this does not make 
the book any less important. Indeed, there 
are good reasons to think that the allure of 
metrics will not fade any time soon. Those 
at the top of organisations must make deci-
sions despite having limited time and abil-
ity to deal with ever increasing informa-
tion overload. In such an environment, the 
temptation to resort to metrics is hard to 
resist. Moreover, the erosion of societal 
trust is likely to fortify the demand for 
metrics. As Muller notes, metrics are a safe 
bet for those disposed to doubt their own 
judgement. In sum, I can think of no better 
way for decision-makers to become ac-
quainted with the pros and cons of metrics 
than to read Muller’s book.

Thomas Barnebeck Andersen
University of Southern Denmark

barnebeck@sam .sdu .dk

David Epstein: Range: Why Generalists 
Triumph in a Specialized World 
New York 2019: Riverhead Books, 352 pp.

‘Jack of all trades, master of none’ is a say-
ing often used to refer to someone who has 
good skills in several domains but lacks a 
deeper expertise in a specific field. Here 
Epstein praises these ‘Jacks of all trades’ 
and the ways in which they can thrive. The 
book reads like a novel focusing on specific 
aspects of the generalist mindset supported 
by a narrative exposing how it helped sev-
eral individuals to attain success. All in all, 
the main argument can be grasped in the 
first few chapters, with the rest of the book 
adding some nuance with the help of inter-
esting anecdotes that sustain readers’ curi-
osity. 

The book opens with the stories of two 
successful athletes, Roger Federer and Ti-
ger Woods. The latter had been trained by 
his father to play golf since his childhood 
and achieved an incredible professional 
golf career, inspiring mothers and fathers 
all over the world to train their children in 
the same way, teaching them a specific skill 
from childhood in order to raise a champi-
on. Conversely, Roger Federer achieved 
success in his discipline following a differ-
ent pathway, taking the generalist turn, 
practising several sports to then settle on 
tennis later in life and become the best at 
it. Tiger Woods embraced deliberate prac-
tice from childhood onward, and through 
repetitive training coupled with continu-
ous feedback this permitted him to stead-
ily improve and become a top athlete. This 
type of practice is well described by Mal-
colm Gladwell in the book Outliers: The 
Story of Success and is manifested as the 
‘10 000 hours rule’ by which anyone can 
become an expert in a skill by investing 
10 000 hours in practice. On the other hand, 
Federer started with a ‘sampling period’ 
that permitted him to develop a broad 
range of motor skills that then later in his 
life he applied to the game of tennis. Delib-


