Fashions are changing once again.

My favorite management guru is neither manager nor guru she is Judith Martin otherwise known as Miss Manners and she writes columns telling ordinary Americans how to behave. 

In a recent issue of the Harvard Business Review, the magazine that managers like to have on their coffee tables, she argues that the time has come for a new formality at work. What we need are boundaries and lots of them. 

This is music to my ears. I’ve had enough of informality at work, enough of “were just a big happy family” enough first names, enough Polo shirts and Chinos, enough “my door is always open”.  What I want now, is a system of business etiquette that we can all rely on. I want Manners. 

For the past two decades manners have been out of fashion at work. Instead we’ve been told that informality is better. Better because it is supposed to make us more honest with each other and more flexible. Even if this were true, which I doubt, there is quite enough honesty in the office anyway. There are all sorts of truths which I simply do not wish to know such as precisely what my colleagues think of me. 

Miss Manners also attacks the fake friendliness that now dominates office life and ridicules the argument that if only we liked each other a lot more we would behave so much better towards each other. 

A glance at how husbands and wives behave shows that this simply is not the case. According to her the only people who know how to behave towards each other properly in the office are, oddly enough, those who are conducting a secret affair. Only they are scrupulous about maintaining that professional aloofness, which we all should adopt. This may be so, but the implications are worrying. Does it mean we should all imagine ourselves to be engaged in secret affaires with everyone in the office? The thought is not a pleasing one, indeed, it’s rude in the extreme. Otherwise, Miss Manners offers some good sound rules;

Number one ; bosses should not buy their secretaries presents. The only acceptable reward for a job well done is money

Rule two; “Business Entertaining” is a contradiction in terms. 

Rule three; Nobody should ever go on an office retreat. I agree particularly with this. Nothing makes you despise your colleagues more than spending a weekend together sharing truths about yourselves in a plush country house hotel somewhere. The new informality is supposed to make us like our jobs more, the friendliness is meant to make us happier. In fact, though, I think it makes us like our work less. The blurring of the line between work and home makes us expect that work will be enjoyable as leisure.

Judged like this it is always going to fall short. If, instead, we viewed work as an isolated realm with it’s own precise rules I suspect we would find much greater satisfaction  there. My hope is that manners and formality are on the way back after 20 years in the corporate wilderness. Admittedly, the signs are small, but they are there if you look hard enough. Many of the E-mails I know get are laid out like formal letters. Sloppy lower case ones are becoming a rarity. Office dress is possibly getting a bit smarter. And the very fact that the Harvard Business Review has given so much space to a fusty stickler like Miss Manners is in itself a sign that formality just maybe the next big thing. 
