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Outline of the talk

I. The Peter Principle: what it says

II.  Agent Based Simulations: the principle in 
action 

III.  Promotion  strategies to overcome it

IV. Conclusions
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The paper:  Physica A 389 (2010) 467
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Lawrence J. Peter
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Laurence J. Peter was a Canadian author, educator, psychologist, and management theorist in US.

1919 - Born 16th of September in Vancouver, British Columbia.

1941 - Began his career as a teacher.

1963 - Received the degree of Doctor of Education from Washington State University.

 1964 - Peter moved to California, where he became an Associate Professor of Education, Director of the Evelyn 
Frieden Centre for Prescriptive Teaching and Coordinator of Programs for Emotionally Disturbed Children at the 
University of Southern California.

1968 - Published the The Peter Principle, in which he states: "In a hierarchy every employee tends to rise to his level 
of incompetence".

1969-1977 - Co-wrote "The Peter Principle: Why Things Always Go Wrong" 1969, wrote "The Peter Prescription and 
How to Make Things Go Right" 1972, "The Peter Plan: A  Proposal for Survival" 1975, "Peter's Quotations: Ideas for 
Our Times" 1977.

1990 - Laurence J. Peter died 12th of January.
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The Peter  Principle
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The Peter  Principle
In the late sixties Laurence J. Peter advanced an apparently 
paradoxical principle, named since then after him, which can be 
summarized as follows:

‘Every new member in a hierarchical 
organization climbs the hierarchy until he/
she reaches his/her level of incompetence’.

5

It holds that in a hierarchy, members are promoted so long as they 
work competently. Sooner or later they are promoted to a position at 
which they are no longer competent (their "level of incompetence"), 
and there they remain, being unable to earn further promotions. 

 Peter's Corollary states that "in time, every post tends to be 
occupied by an employee who is incompetent to carry out his 
duties" and adds that "work is accomplished by those employees 
who have not yet reached their level of incompetence".
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Is that real ?
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Is that real ?
From a personal point of view everyone has good 
examples:

• A smart  researcher who is not able to be a brilliant teacher or a good 
administrator

• a good worker who is not able to be an efficient manager

• a good  soldier  who is not able to be a good commander

• and so on...

6

martedì 27 ottobre 2009



Is that real ?
From a personal point of view everyone has good 
examples:

• A smart  researcher who is not able to be a brilliant teacher or a good 
administrator

• a good worker who is not able to be an efficient manager

• a good  soldier  who is not able to be a good commander

• and so on...

As scientists we should be able to quantify the predictions of a model in order to 
verify its applicability

6

martedì 27 ottobre 2009



Is that real ?
From a personal point of view everyone has good 
examples:

• A smart  researcher who is not able to be a brilliant teacher or a good 
administrator

• a good worker who is not able to be an efficient manager

• a good  soldier  who is not able to be a good commander

• and so on...

As scientists we should be able to quantify the predictions of a model in order to 
verify its applicability

Physicists are  often been asked to help social sciences in order to provide a more 
quantitative understanding , see for example  Nature 435 (2005) 1003

6

martedì 27 ottobre 2009



Is that real ?
From a personal point of view everyone has good 
examples:

• A smart  researcher who is not able to be a brilliant teacher or a good 
administrator

• a good worker who is not able to be an efficient manager

• a good  soldier  who is not able to be a good commander

• and so on...

As scientists we should be able to quantify the predictions of a model in order to 
verify its applicability

Physicists are  often been asked to help social sciences in order to provide a more 
quantitative understanding , see for example  Nature 435 (2005) 1003

6

martedì 27 ottobre 2009



Is that real ?
From a personal point of view everyone has good 
examples:

• A smart  researcher who is not able to be a brilliant teacher or a good 
administrator

• a good worker who is not able to be an efficient manager

• a good  soldier  who is not able to be a good commander

• and so on...

As scientists we should be able to quantify the predictions of a model in order to 
verify its applicability

Physicists are  often been asked to help social sciences in order to provide a more 
quantitative understanding , see for example  Nature 435 (2005) 1003

6

martedì 27 ottobre 2009



Simulations

Our schematic organization

 We consider here an organization with 160 positions 
divided into 6 hierarchical  levels. 

Each level has a different number of members (which 
decreases, climbing the hierarchy) with a different 
characteristic responsibility, reported on the left side. 
Empty positions are in yellow 

Each agent has two parameters:
• age  - ranging in the interval [18,60]
• competence - ranging in the interval [1,10]

The agent color  indicates the degree of competence, 
which at the beginning is normally distributed 

               Positions become empty if 

               age > 60    or   competence < 4

We verified the validity of the Peter principle by simulating 
promotions in a hierarchical organization by means of an agent 
based algorithm
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{ Average age 25 (std dev 5)

Average competence 7 (std dev 2)

responsibility
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Dynamics 
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At each time step, the age
of all agents  increases by 1
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              simulations
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http://ccl.northwestern.edu/netlogo/
Freeware Software developed by Uri Wilensky at Northwestern University Boston
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Two different hypotheses
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Two different hypotheses
• Common Sense:  the agent  keeps the same 

competence (with a small random error) when 
promoted to a higher level 
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First results on careers
The principle in action: Peter hypothesis
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The agent reaches 
his minimum of 
competence or his 
maximum level of 
incompetence at  
the end of his 
c a re e r. . . i f o n e 
promotes the best
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The principle in action:
Common sense
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The competence 
remains almost 
constant  if one 
promotes the best
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The agent reaches 
his maximum of 
competence at the  
e n d o f h i s 
c a re e r. . . i f o n e 
promotes the worst

On the other side, within
Peter hypothesis....
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while in the Common Sense 
hypothesis...
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The competence 
remains a lmost 
constant...if one 
promotes the worst
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In both cases the competence remains 
constant for a random promotion strategy 
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But what happens for 
the global efficiency of 

your organization ? 
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Global Efficiency
One can define the global efficiency of the system 
by adopting the following formula

where
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ri with i = 1, 2,..., 6 is the level dependent 
factor of responsibility 

Ci with i = 1, 2,..., 6 total competence of the 
level i  

Emax

E(%) =
P6

i=1 Ciri

Emax
· 100

maximal value of the 
e f fi c i e n c y o b t a i n e d 
considering the maximal 
competence for all agents 

martedì 27 ottobre 2009



online applet
http://www.ct.infn.it/cactus/peter_principle_sup_material.html
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Results for  the organization efficiency

19

http://www.ct.infn.it/cactus/peter_principle_sup_material.html
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Efficiency time evolution 
for different strategies

20

initial efficiency

winning 
strategies

losing 
strategies
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In general one does not know with certainty 
which hypothesis (Common Sense or Peter 
Hypothesis) is more valid for the organization 
one wants to study

If one wants to maximize the global 
efficiency or  at least minimize the risk for 
diminishing it in both cases, then the random 
promotion strategy seems to be the best 
solution
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Another possible solution  is...alternating  the promotion of the 
best and the worst agent

22

The Best strategyThe Worst strategy
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Summary of the results for 
different promotion strategies
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These results 
are quite robust 
with respect to 
the numbers of 
agents and the 
n u m b e r o f 
levels of the 
hierarchy
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The Generalized Peter Principle

The Peter Principle is a special case of a more general statement: 

“Anything that works will be used in progressively more 
challenging applications until it fails. “

This is "The Generalized Peter Principle." 

So we can imagine applications for 

1. Objects or tools of various kind

2. Clusters of personal computers: Grid

3. Models, Theories, Ideas

4. etc.

24
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Experimental confirmation
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Is it possible to make some real experiment?
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Experimental confirmation

Is it possible to make some real experiment?

Difficult for a real firm, but...

...one can probably perform experiments

• with small non-profit groups 

• with scientific groups

• with pc clusters within the Grid project 
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Concluding remarks
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Concluding remarks
• Bad news: our simulations confirm that the Peter Principle holds 

in hierarchical organizations when the transmission of 
competence between the levels of the hierarchy is not 
correlated 
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• For the future: 

- study other possible promotion strategies

- investigate organizations with a different structure

for example
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On-line debates
The paper has stimulated interesting debates already before publications

It has been cited among many others by MIT  Technology Review
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and by DEMOCRATIC UNDERGROUND.COM , the blog of the  American 
Democrats 
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The principle 
according to a 
d i s appo in ted 
wife...

martedì 27 ottobre 2009



Thanks 
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