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John Stringer’s life has run in parallel with the development of OR.  He not only pursued a 
career which contributed to the development of the subject but also was influential in a number of 
major new ventures.   It is natural that throughout his life he met and worked with a number of 
other influential members of the Operational Research community who also shared his interest in 
the development of the subject. 

He was born near Wolverhampton and his early education was at Wolverhampton 
Grammar School (1936-43)1.  He then went to St. John’s Cambridge with a mathematical 
Scholarship to read for a war-time degree in 
Mechanical Sciences2. 

In 1945, on graduating with a first, he was 
posted to the Marine Aircraft Experimental 
Establishment, Felixstowe, for experimental work 
on flying boats.   In 1948 he moved to the British 
Iron and Steel Research Association (BISRA) 
where he was appointed as a fuel technologist to 
work on efficiency of mill furnaces.  Studies into 
the flow of ingots from casting to rolling used 
rudimentary concepts of simulation.   They also 
convinced him that fuel efficiency was as much a 
matter of management as of thermodynamics and 
introduced him to the concepts of OR.  These had 
permeated throughout BISRA largely under the 
influence of its Director, Charles Goodeve, who 
encouraged all parts of the organisation to embrace 
OR ideas.   

 
London Transport 1950-1955 

John was recruited to take charge of OR 
studies in London Transport by the Chief 
Development and Research Officer, FAA Menzler.  
Menzler was a distinguished actuary, President of 
the Institute of Actuaries 1950-52, who had urged 
the actuarial profession to take up OR (albeit not 
under that name) as early as 19243 and under 
whose influence LT was ahead of most 
organisations of the time in use of statistical 
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methods and in the financial analysis of investment projects.   OR worked to the Research and 
Development Committee, composed of the Chief Engineers under Menzler’s chairmanship.  
They, often at the request of one of the operating departments, would agree terms of reference 
and set up an ad hoc team for each study comprising representatives from the relevant operating, 
engineering, and other departments, with John as secretary and, usually, a statistician drawn from 
the group under Bill Buckland who was also in Menzler’s department.  Teams of inspectors could 
be borrowed for field observations.   Early projects were concerned with the interaction between 
passengers and vehicles, for example speed of boarding and alighting, minor accidents, luggage, 
and the usefulness of destination indicators.  The variety of vehicles of different designs still in 
service made it possible to learn from comparisons. 

With new tube lines being planned, 
questions arose about the maximum frequency 
of service that could be run and another early 
move was to re-constitute the Line Capacity 
Committee, under the chairmanship of the 
Commercial Manager, David McKenna4 who 
had been its secretary pre-war.  John became 
secretary.  Under these auspices some 
experiments took place (see box) that were still 
remembered when John visited LT forty-five 
years later! 

Another railway project was concerned 
with factors affecting the energy consumption 
of trains.  A statistical analysis of substation 
meter readings and signal box records showed 
inter alia that the practice of running shorter 
trains in off-peak hours, common pre-war and 
recently re-introduced, saved little energy but 
had caused the increase in kWh per car-mile 
that had given rise to the inquiry.  The reason, 
of course, is that much of the resistance a tube 
train has to overcome is due to the piston effect 
and does not depend on its length.  

Under the influence of Charles Goodeve, 
who was a member of the Transport 
Commission’s Research Advisory Committee5, traffic delay at road junctions became an object 
of study and Peter Welding6 was appointed to concentrate on this.  Detailed observations were 
made on a cross-town route to establish the frequency of stopping and other symptoms of traffic 
congestion.  This, together with theoretical and observational studies of traffic lights, in liaison 
with the Road Research Laboratory, gave a better understanding of traffic engineering but did not 
lead to the proposals for re-phasing of traffic lights which Goodeve had hoped for.  This 
understanding did, however, contribute to later work on regularity of bus services (see box p 3.) 
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The Research Advisory Committee also 

introduced the emerging discipline of 
Ergonomics.  Sir Frederic Bartlett, Professor of 
Experimental Psychology at Cambridge offered 
to provide some training and John spent a long 
vacation studying in his laboratory.   This 
experience provided useful background for 
several OR studies, some of them in 
collaboration with the medical department.  

One of these concerned the design of the 
driving cab for the Routemaster bus, another the 
supporting harness (but not called that!) for the 
Gibson ticket issuing machine, a somewhat 
cumbersome piece of equipment carried by bus 
conductors.  A digest of the literature on accident 
proneness was another outcome of the 
introduction of a psychological element into OR. 

The fuel consumption of buses, a major 
operating expense, had long been an interest of 
the research department.  Monitoring, using 
statistical quality control methods, was well 
established as was a methodology for research on 
technical changes, such as low viscosity 
lubricants, using statistically-designed service 
trials.  This provided background for an OR 
project on the effect of driving style on fuel 
consumption (see the box on p4).  It is a good 
example of how, with an in-house OR activity, 
the studies complement one another and, over 
time, build up a rich scientific understanding of 
the system concerned. � 

Looking back, one can see the factors that facilitated introduction of OR to London 
Transport.  Internally, Menzler was a powerful force both intellectually and by virtue of having 
been close to the centre of things for many years.  He maintained, incidentally, that as a 
nationalized monopoly not subject to competitive pressures, London Transport had a particular 
need for OR to keep it efficient.   After Menzler’s retirement in 1954, the Research and 
Development Committee no longer met.  Its sponsorship and support had been vital at the early 
stages, and had enabled O.R. to become established and able to stand on its own feet.   

The influence of Goodeve and others who were championing OR at this time can also be 
seen both through the BTC Research Advisory Committee and through the OR Club.  The Club 
had expanded to 70 members at about this time and was restricted to one member per 
organization.   Menzler represented London Transport but John often attended in his absence and 
was able to make many supportive contacts particularly in Road Research and the Airlines.  
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Central Electricity Generating Board (and its predecessor) 1955-62 

John was appointed in 1955 to set up “O.R.” in the Central Electricity Authority (later 
CEGB.)  The salary offered was attractive and he recalls that the candidates interviewed included 
Cook, Eddison and Taylor7.   It turned out that his employers had confused OR with Work Study 
which was being strongly promoted by Russell Currie at I.C.I.8  In consequence he was located in 
the Generation Operations function, since the majority of the workforce were employed in power 
stations, rather than in a cross-functional position like that at London Transport.  This tended to 
constrain the range of problems offered.  It seemed to him that, as ratio of capital assets to 
employees in electricity generation was about ten times that in industry generally, work study 
concentrating on labour productivity was not particularly appropriate and he devoted much of his 
effort to promoting a better interpretation of what O.R. meant.  Initially, however, the structure 
that had been set up was more appropriate for work study. 

In addition to John’s team at headquarters, there were to be small teams in each of the 
twelve divisions covering England and Wales. All were mainly composed of engineers9 recruited 
internally and John was expected to advise on their selection and training.  Because work study 
was a sensitive subject from an industrial relations point of view, undertakings had been given 
that ‘work measurement’ would not be used and that the teams would concentrate on ‘method 
study’.  For the same reason, it was expected that studies would be negotiated through the 
extensive joint consultation machinery (see box on p5).   
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 Training was partly by courses and partly by example.  A special course in OR was 
arranged at Southfield, University of Birmingham10 but it would have been impolitic to miss out 
Work Study.  John took up personally an offer by Currie of a place on a course at ICI and Frank 
Tasker, one of his staff, went to Cranfield.  A course in Method Study was held at Strathclyde. 

Example was perhaps more influential.  John seized on Haley’s work applying Linear 

Programming to coal transportation11 as ‘proper OR’ and through the Divisional teams spread its 
application country-wide.  Of longer-term significance was work on plant overhauls (see box). 

With the creation of the CEGB the original difficulties over Work Study and Joint 
Consultation were left behind.  The Regions now had a greater degree of autonomy but the 
personal network that had been established remained effective.  There was no formal machinery 
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for initiating OR projects and the HQ team were drawn into a variety of jobs such as a review of 
the headquarters organization and the organization of purchasing.  John saw signs that it would 
not be long before he was moved to a general management job and, not feeling comfortable with 
this, felt it was time to move on.  He records that Arthur Hawkins (Chief Operations Officer, who 
later became Chairman12) introduced the farewell address given to him with “I’m not sure what 
O.R. is but it spells ‘or’ and when I suggest we do something John responds with ‘or we could 
do’  ... something else”    

Contacts with the external OR community did not play the supportive role they had in the 
case of London Transport, but were nevertheless significant.  In 1956, soon after his appointment, 
John was one of two CEA delegates to an international conference of the CIOS13 in Paris. One of 
the sessions was on OR but the paper, by an American, made no reference to British 
achievements or, indeed, to mainstream OR in the US.  The UK OR people there14, including 
Steve Cook and H G Jones, mounted a protest. 

At Goodeve’s invitation, John served on the organizing committee of the first International 
OR Conference, at Oxford in September 1957.  John remembers this as the only conference 
where he knew everyone by name and had read all the papers.  One of the most significant results 
for the OR Society - as it had now become - was that John was asked to chair the first conference 
committee and was responsible for organising OR1 which took place in Harrogate in 1958. 

 
British Oxygen Company 1962-64 

The last of his industrial appointments was as OR Manager at BOC.  The preceding 
incumbent had not been regarded as successful.  John was located at the Research base in 
Morden, Surrey, but most of the work was for the Operations Chief, an ex-Brigadier15.  Sir Owen 
Wansbrough-Jones, who had been President of the ORS when John was on the Council, was a 
member of the Board and there was a good understanding of what OR was for. 

Most of the work was concerned with delivery scheduling and related matters.  A study to 
find the best location for a fourth delivery depot to serve the London area showed it should be put 
at Morden!  This was an awkward conclusion, but it did come to pass some years later.   

BOC had for many years been a monopoly and had recently been the subject of an 
investigation by the Monopolies Commission, who had criticised the lack of a transparent price 
structure and the quantity discounts offered to certain favoured customers.  A working party, 
consisting of the company’s economist, an accountant, a salesman and John, was formed.  They 
proposed a three-part price structure with charges for delivery, the rent of cylinders, and the gas 
itself.  This gave a universal structure that recognised the markedly different costs of serving 
large and small customers.  Many years later John found it still in use in the Australian 
subsidiary. 

John was active in the ORS, serving on the membership committee which in 1963 vetted 
members who were seeking to be admitted or promoted to full membership.   Neil Jessop who 
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chaired the committee had just become Director of the Institute for OR and in response to John’s 
enquiry as to progress received the reply ‘why not come and join us’ which he did in 1964.   

Recruitment to BOC of staff with OR experience had proved difficult and under a mutually 
convenient arrangement John continued to give part of his time to the company for a while.  

 
Institute for Operational Research 1964-76 

IOR had been set up following a long campaign by Neil and others to persuade the OR 
Society to foster OR in the social and public sectors and to add social sciences to the disciplinary 
mix of OR.   Russ Ackoff16 had introduced the ORS and the Tavistock Institute to each other and 
it was in that Institute that Eric Trist and colleagues developed the concept of  ‘socio-technical 
systems’ which had a potential synergy with OR.   IOR was founded as a separate unit within 
‘Tavi’.  Goodeve was invited to the Tavi Council and to chair the OR Sub-Council. 

The exciting potential of the new venture enabled Neil to bring together a team of 
experienced OR scientists.  There were no funds for fundamental research and survival depended 
on generating income through research grants and consulting projects.   The Nuffield Foundation  
had declined a request for institutional funding but offered to fund a major four year study of 
planning and decision making in the City of Coventry.   The results included the publication of a 
book “Local Government and Strategic Choice” by Neil Jessop and John Friend.   John Friend 
and Paul Spencer (an anthropologist) had lived with the official and political ‘tribe’ of Coventry 
and ‘told it as it is’ in contrast with the usual descriptions of how the public sector is supposed to 
work.  Sadly, Neil died a few days after the publication in 1970 but John Friend continued with a 
series of projects leading to the development of the Strategic Choice methodology17. 

The second major study, jointly with Gurth Higgin (a social psychologist), was called 
‘Communications in the Building Industry’.  An elaborate structure was created, with a Project 
Committee chaired by Lord James; trustees under Lord Holford and a steering committee under 
Andrew Derbyshire18.  However the problems and expectations were ill defined and the main 
groups in the industry (builders, architects, suppliers, surveyors, etc.) differed as to the purposes 
of the research.  There was a marked parallel in behaviour between the meetings of these 
committees and the typical progress meetings on a building site.  Finally, the trustees ran out of 
money and defaulted on the IOR bill.   A few smaller projects were offered by sympathetic 
sponsors, and some ideas were salvaged and incorporated in the Strategic Choice work and in 
John Stringer’s later work in Australia on management of large projects.   

The third group of projects grew out of an approach by the Ministry of Health seeking to 
know how OR could contribute to improvement in hospital management.   They were not happy 
with a proposal for a ‘Coventry-like project’ but when John joined IOR and took over the 
negotiations did accept a two year project on ‘Adaptation and Change’ which consisted of four 
case studies.   Before it was completed, Birmingham Regional Hospital Board commissioned a 
study into the setting up of operational polices for the new Walsgrave Hospital in Coventry.  
After the ‘Adaptation and Change’ report had been refereed a follow up five year programme was 
offered and accepted.   This inevitably meant that Health became a major part of the work of 
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IOR19 especially when further studies were obtained from the Scottish Office.   John himself 
became involved with the World Health Organisation in Europe and Colombia and later in NSW. 

John presented a paper to the TIMS conference in Warsaw in 1967 describing some of 
these early experiences and discussing the difficulties of obtaining access to messy problems 
rather than just serving the, often non-existent, ‘decision-maker’20.  

It became clear that IOR had to recruit some younger staff with OR degrees, which had not 
been available when the older members started.  IOR could not get projects without people but 
without projects they could not afford people.   Once again Goodeve came to the rescue, 
negotiated a loan from an investment bank and  persuading a number of companies to set up an 
‘Industrial Basic Research Fund’ which both gave the money for ‘blue skies’ work and also 
provided a panel of OR group heads to support the work21.   

External influences, however, were to take a hand.   A Royal Commission under Lord 
Fulton had reported on the Civil Service and the Civil Service Department was created with a 
sizable OR unit under Ken James (ex AORE).   John urged Neil to make contact with Ken and as 
a result James Morgan and John Pollard were seconded to work under Neil’s general supervision 
in CSD to tackle some of the supposedly intractable problems, in particular in the field of 
Manpower Planning, and this involvement grew.  One major input was providing a methodology 
for the dispersal of the Civil Service from London, and this grew into a major project into which 
most of IOR were drawn. 

The story of IOR has been published elsewhere22 and its files are lodged in the ORS 
archives at Warwick University so there is no need to elaborate further here.  By 1975 John had 
worked for 11 years at IOR, six of them as Director, and had the largest unit of the Tavistock 
Institute, with 20+ people based in London, Coventry and Edinburgh, and a busy programme of 
mainly short term government projects.   Feeling it was time to move on, at the age of 50 he 
answered an advertisement about the newly-founded Australian Graduate School of Management 
and within a few months had become an academic and an Australian. A new chapter opened.�
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