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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY HEC | S f

Francois Michelin, third-generation leader of the Michelin group, developed a management
philosophy shaped by a lifelong attachment to the reality of facts, a profound respect for persons, and
an anthropological view rooted in the spiritual, relational, and potential dimensions of the human
being. In her study, Sara Mandray retraces this thought, highlighting how his approach unites
the humility acquired through contact with the concrete, the search for causes, and a vision of work
as a path for human development and freedom.

For Francois Michelin, the company is not primarily a structure of control, but a place where
Individuals grow through responsibility, education by the real, and service to the client; who occupies
a central, almost transcendent position in the organization.

Mandray shows that this philosophy, though anchored in a century-old heritage, provides a coherent
response to contemporary managerial challenges: cultural disorientation, ideological fashions, and
the loss of meaning.

Continue reading to learn our key insights and questions to ask in your family firm!



CULTURE IS AN INHERITANCE THAT GIVES
MEANING, NOT A BURDEN TO DISCARD

Mandray describes how many
organizations see their inherited culture
as an obstacle to adaptation, leading to
repeated attempts at “cultural
transformation.” Her analysis of
Michelin’s philosphy, drawing on Arendt,
Bellamy, and Christian notions

of transmission, shows the opposite:
culture is what allows individuals to
understand the world, cooperate, and
situate their actions within a coherent
story.

Trying to erase or neutralize culture in
the name of universality or modernity
produces disorientation, weakens
identity, and deprives the organization of
the very resources needed to face
change.

For Francois Michelin, heritage is not
nostalgia but the condition of freedom,
because only a rooted culture allows
people to interpret novelty and exercise
judgment.

= Treat your history, values, and
symbols not as relics to be
modernised but as a resource for
clarity and unity.

= However, avoid confusing heritage
with rigidity: leaders must distinguish
what must be transmitted (the
meaning-bearing core) from what
must be adapted (practices that no
longer serve reality).
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MANAGERIAL INTELLIGENCE BEGINS WITH THE
REALITY OF FACTS AND THE REALITY OF PEOPLE

A central theme in Mandray’s
reconstruction of Michelin’s thought is
his soif de concret, his insistence that a
manager must go to the terrain to
encounter resistance and truth.

This contact with matter, /e concret est
un rude éducateur, "cultivates humility,
precision, and the ability to grasp causes
rather than appearances.

Equally important is the reality of people:
listening, dialogue, and attention to each
individual beyond opinions or
reputations, 7'odeur de la gomme n’'est
pas la gomme.”

Michelin’s persistent critique

of ideology—the “winds of fashion” that
detach discourse from facts—is not anti-

intellectual; it is a defense of a form of

reasoning grounded in causal
inquiry and attentiveness.

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS

= Anchor decision-making in field
observation and causal reasoning, not
managerial rhetoric or reputational
shortcuts.

= Encourage managers to replace
“interpretation from above”
with interpretation from contact.

= This is not a call for operational
micromanagement, but
for intelligence of the concrete: the
ability to read situations from causes
rather than impressions



RESPONSIBILITY (GRADED, PERSONAL, AND
EDUCATIVE) IS THE ENGINE OF DEVELOPMENT

Mandray emphasises that Michelin
rejected the idea of an “enfreprise
liberee” where all enjoy the same
freedom. Instead, he developed a model
of responsibilisation, grounded

in subsidiarity: decisions are best taken
as close as possible to the action, but
always in a way that matches each
person’s stage of development,
uniqueness, and role.

Responsibility is not a reward but

a pathway to growth: by confronting
consequences, individuals develop
judgment and autonomy.

For Michelin, “/e vrai moteur de
l'entreprise n'est pas le pouvoir, mais la
responsabilitée,” and the company works

best when everyone acts “comme s'il
élait le patron"—not in authority, but

in care for the whole (“responsabilité
commune de fabriquer le pneumatique
pour le client’).

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATION

= Create systems where autonomy is
not uniform but tailored, where
responsibilities are real (with
consequences) but accompanied
by support, and where subsidiarity is
practiced without abandoning
strategic coherence.

= Responsabilisation
requires formation, not laissez-faire.
It is an education into freedom, not
the absence of structure.
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INTEGRAL MANAGEMENT UNIFIES ANTHROPOLOGY,
WORK, AND THE ECONOMIC MISSION OF THE FIRM

Mandray demonstrates that Francois
Michelin’s thought forms a coherent
anthropology:

= spiritual dimension (transcendence,
humility, meaning),

= relational dimension (dialogue,
proximity, fraternity),

= potential dimension (growth through
work, creativity, innovation).

This anthropology informs his view of the
economy: a system where freedom, risk,
and responsibility educate persons
(illustrated by his use of the Parable of
the Talents).

It also shapes leadership: the manager is
a servant who creates conditions for

growth, accompanies others, and keeps
the organization oriented toward

the client, whose “transcendence” lies in
the freedom to stay or leave.

MANAGERIAL IMPLICATION

= View leadership as the stewardship
of meaning, not the orchestration of
processes.

= Ensure that structures, incentives,
and decision-rights form a coherent
whole aligned with a clear
anthropology of the human person.

= |ntegral managementis not a
technique but a vision of the human
being; without this foundation,
managerial tools cannot produce
genuine cohesion or development.
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QUESTIONS TO ASK WITHIN YOUR FAMILY FIRM

? Which elements of our heritage constitute our real “language of meaning”—and
: how do we transmit them without freezing them?

? Where do we rely on impressions, modes, or rhetoric rather than on the reality
i of facts and causes?

? Do our current structures genuinely educate through responsibility, or do they
- create dependency, fear, or artificial equality?

? How well do we form managers to read the concrete, accompany people, and
i cultivate meaning?

? How does our economic model position the client as the organizing point of our
- work, and what does that imply for how we structure responsibilities?



— BOTTOMLINE ——

Sara Mandray’s portrait of Frangois Michelin reveals a management philosophy grounded in

an integral view of the human person, shaped by the concrete, and oriented toward
responsibility.

Far from managerial fashion, his approach insists on the contact with reality, the transmission
of culture, and the centrality of responsibility and meaning.

For today’s leaders, particularly in family firms, Michelin’s legacy is a call to rediscover the

foundations of managerial judgment: the reality of facts, the dignity of persons, and the patient
construction of freedom through responsibility.



