
William Whyte 's 50 Cent Metal Spindle (Order Wheel) — Kanban as Conflict Management 
(Excerpt from "Patterson, K. et al. (2008). Influencer: The power to change anything. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill.") 

 
When it comes to enabling vital behaviors, we've already looked at two sources: improving personal mastery through deliberate 
practice, and gaining assistance from others by building social capital. For our third and final source for increasing our ability 
("Can I do it?"), we move away from human influence altogether and examine how nonhuman forces—the world of buildings, 
space, sound, sight, and so forth —can be brought to bear in an influence strategy. To show how this might work, we start with an 
example that, when it comes to influence theory, is a genuine classic. 
 
In the late 1940s, representatives from the National Restaurant Association asked William Foote Whyte, a professor at the 
University of Chicago, to help them with a growing problem. As World War II came to an end, the United States was in a period 
of incredible growth and prosperity. Along with this flourishing economy, Americans began eating out in unprecedented numbers. 
Unfortunately, the restaurant industry wasn't ready for the surge of customers. 
 
Along with the return of soldiers came an awkward change in the restaurant pecking order. GIs returned from battle to take over 
the higher-paying job of cook, one that, along with "Rosie the Riveter," women had occupied for the first time during the labor-
starved war years. Many of these displaced cooks, who had been forced to step down to the job of waitress, were upset with the 
new circumstance. When they shouted their orders, they weren't 
always polite. The gnarled veterans weren't always pleased to be 
taking orders from these women. 
 
Given the increased workload and growing social tension, loud 
arguments often broke out at the kitchen counter. The results were 
predictable. Not only did the commotion annoy the patrons, but the 
power struggles often resulted in late or incorrect orders—sometimes 
out of confusion, often out of revenge. By the time Dr. Whyte 
entered the scene, both customers and employees were stomping out 
of restaurants in increasing numbers. 
 
Dr. Whyte started his work by observing a sample of restaurants, 
doing his best to identify the behaviors behind the growing conflict. 
He noted that the waitresses would rush to the counter, shout an order, 
and then rush back to her customers. If the order was not ready when 
she returned, she would urge the cook to hurry, shouting expressions 
of encouragement such as, "Hey, hairball, where's the breaded veal? 
You got a broken arm or what?" The cooks usually responded in kind. Later, when the waitress received an incorrect order, the 
two would exchange still more unflattering remarks. After being yelled at a couple of times, the cooks often took revenge by 
slowing down. Dr. Whyte even observed cooks turning their backs on the servers and intentionally ignoring them until they left, 
sometimes in tears. 
 
While many consultants might have been tempted to alter this unhealthy social climate by teaching interpersonal skills, 
conducting team-building exercises, or changing the pay system, Whyte took a different approach. In his view, the best way to 
solve the problem was to change the way employees communicated. 
 
And now for Whyte's stroke of genius ... 
 
Dr. Whyte recommended that the restaurants use a 50-cent metal spindle (a.k.a., order or ticket wheel) to gather orders. He then 
asked servers to skewer a detailed written order on the spindle. Cooks were then to pull orders off and fill them in whatever 
sequence seemed most efficient (though generally following a first-in, first-out policy). 
 
Whyte's recommendation was tried at a pilot restaurant the next day. Training consisted of a 10-minute instruction session that 
was given to both cooks and servers. Managers reported an immediate decrease in conflict and customer complaints. Both cooks 
and servers preferred the new structure, and both groups reported that they were being treated better. 
 
The Restaurant Association distributed information about the new system to its membership. Whyte's spindle (which quickly 
transformed into the now-familiar order wheel) did not directly affect behavior. Whyte chose not to confront norms, history, or 
habit. Instead he simply eliminated the need for verbal communication and all its attendant problems. He did so immediately, and 
the improvements lasted forever by changing, not people, but things. 
 

(Documented in "Whyte, W. F. (1949). The social structure of the restaurant. American Journal of Sociology, 54(4), 302-310.") 


