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I study novel and innovative approaches to organizing.

I focus on the dynamics and consequences of organizations that
operate with minimal hierarchical authority

Calls to flatten hierarchies are all around us
•

Organizations are increasingly seeking to
flatten hierarchies…
•

As a way to become more “agile” and
startup-like (Gulati, 2019; Turco, 2016)

•

To become more equal and democratic
(Adler, 2019; Ferreras, 2017)

•

To motivate and engage employees (Hamel
& Zanini, 2020; Laloux, 2014)

•

Decentralizing authority, or shifting authority
downward from manager to workers, allowing
individuals to ”self-manage”, is a key lever to
become less hierarchical (Puranam, 2014; Lee &
Edmondson, 2017)

The organization of the future

88%
11%
Source: Deloitte 2017 Global Human Capital Survey

of global leaders say that building
the “organization of the future” is
important or very important

know how to build it

Pitfalls and advice from the field

1. Changing power
2. Finding the “right” people for self-management
3. Closing reflections

Learning from research
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Decentralizing power is hard

“The project of suppressing fiat is necessarily
quite precarious—what is in the background
can spring quickly and painfully into the
foreground. Accordingly, although it is true
that some firms have clearly succeeded at this
“high road" project, this is a very difficult road
indeed”
- Freeland & Zuckerman, 2018

How can organizations more reliably
decentralize authority and decision making?
Research Site
• Company of 125 people, $60M in revenue
• Multi-functional and interdependent: R&D, Sales, and Operations; Mix of employee skill
levels
• Wanted to increase management structure as company had scaled and empower front line
employees, adopted a self-managing organizational system called Holacracy
Data collection
•

12 months of data collection

•

Conducted 125 interviews

•

Observed 78 meetings

How can organizations more reliably
decentralize authority and decision making?
Importance of explicit rules and guardrails
•

For example, collectively codifying clear
work responsibilities and decision rights
for each role

•

Work roles visible on an online platform
“Governance meetings”

•

Frontline employees used the codified
roles to more confidently enact their
authority

•

Senior employees were more aware of
the limitations of their authority

The importance of addressing transgressions
•

Transgressions that were addressed
through clarifications of roles or by
people saying no supported the
power shift

Change: Proposed adding
accountability to her role:
“Determining which products will
be displayed at a given show.”
“Basically, so the line was
drawn. Because there was no
line. Right now, it just says
‘manages trade shows’. That
doesn’t give a clear picture I
think.”

Changing power is a culture
change - establishing new norms
requires consistency
•

Transgressions that were allowed to
slide fed disillusionment and ultimately
led to exit

“It’s forcing too many contradicting ideas going on. Do
people follow the previous leaders or do they follow the
new system or something in between? Before, it wasn’t
as much of a problem because [the manager] had the
authority to do it”

Alternative case study: ConsultingCo
•

ConsultingCo sought to become a
“liberated enterprise” and operate with
no titles or ranks -

•

Flat and fluid hierarchy

•

Partners encouraged entrepreneurship,
self-initiative, and responsibility from
consultants

•

• Extreme informality and ambiguity led to search
for the hidden or invisible rules
• Power and status ultimately determined by
relational closeness to partners
• Junior consultants struggle and exit

Extremely informal work processes and
advancement system

*Mom & Dad
Founding
Partners

Key takeaways and implications
•

How do you ”domesticate” power by creating guardrails?

•

Formality and clarity are the friend of decentralization; Informality and ambiguity are the
enemy

•

Focus on consistency and have a mechanism or process for identifying and addressing
transgressions against guardrails

•

Requires courage on the part of frontline employees to say no and push back as well as
mindful awareness on the part of managers to know their limits
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Is self-management for everyone?

Field experiment
•

12 month field experiment at WaTech, a state government agency that provides IT services
to other state governmental agencies

•

Treatment was the of adoption of a decentralized authority structure that gave all employees
the formal authority to make decisions related to the execution of their work responsibilities
without needing managerial approval
265 individuals in 39 formal groups
opted to participate in the experiment

Data
• Surveys at baseline, 6 and 12
months
• Conducted individual interviews
and observations of group
meetings

Self-management
(treatment)

Hierarchy
(control)

Findings: Individuals varied wildly in their
experiences

“I felt more empowered than the
typical admin role would be…I felt more
successful at my job, more
purposeful, and genuinely more
happy to be on the team, and feeling
more invested.”

“I have seen destructive and morale
impacting issues coming out…Team
members are trying to change how they
work for personal reasons that would
have a negative impact to the team.
This 'experiment' has me the closest I
have been to looking for a new job in
my 25+ years with the state.”

What factors predicted who thrived (or struggled) with self-management?

Findings: 2 key factors

1. Did they have job mastery?

Ability to self-manage

2. Were they interested in working in
a self-managed environment?

Motivation to self-manage

Job mastery
• Rated by supervisors at baseline

High performer
“What’s probably changed the most
would be – even before I didn’t ask for
permission so much but I would run
things by [my manager]…. Now, I’m not
asking for permission anymore....It
feels great…I’m just doing it.”
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Low performer
“I was questioned extensively about how
much time I took to do a task. If this
continues, I may have to get another job.”

Interest in self-management
• “How much would you like your team to operate in
Holacracy?”

Engagement
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High interest
“I'm glad were trying it because
personally I like trying something
different…I think people who are really
giving it a try and trying to adopt the
practice are more willing to make
change, are more willing to speak up
and talk about the issues that bug
them.”
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“How much is the agency spending on
this experiment? Isn’t that the taxpayer’s
money?”

Summary of analysis

Outcomes
Moderators

Engagement

Job satisfaction

Turnover intention

Job mastery

.29**

.31**

-.13♱

Interest in selfmanagement

.33**

.32**

-.33**

*** p<0.001, ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, ♱=.06

Key takeaways and implications
•

Moving to a s structure did not improve employee outcomes for the average employee

•

Two conditions predicted who thrived in a self-managed structure
• High performers
• Those with a strong interest in self-management

•

Shifting to a self-managed structure can do harm

•

Is your organization ready for self-management?
•

Like a tree, effective self-management requires the right. Is there fertile soil in your
organization for self-management?

•

Do individuals have the expertise, motivation and desire to operate in a self-managed
environment?

•

Hiring the “right” people and letting the “wrong” people go is critical

Learning from research

1. Changing power
2. Finding the “right” people for self-management
3. Closing reflections

Managing expectations about selfmanagement
•

Self-management don’t solve all
problems…but it doesn’t destroy the
organization either

•

Most employees could care less – but a
decent minority are activated

“It didn’t blow up the organization which a lot of
people predicted we would, it solved some things,
it created other challenges, and obviously I love it
enough I wouldn’t go back, but it wasn’t a silver
bullet.”

“80% of the people could probably care less.
They’re like, “Hey, give me work I enjoy doing, treat
me fairly, pay me well, I’m going to show up, I’m
going to crank it out. It’s the other 20% that we
really are trying to appeal to, the ones who are
always looking for, okay how do I do more, how
do I grow more, what’s next?”

Acknowledge and manage the heightened
complexity
•

Hierarchy is deeply flawed but incredibly simple as an organizational design

•

Self-management is complex à This complexity requires greater capacity at the
individual and organizational level

“The capacity…to hold onto two different conceptions of
power and authority within one work relationship … might
have less to do with external social definition than
with internal psychological capacity”
- Robert Kegan

•

How can you increase your organization’s capacity to navigate, manage, and thrive within
this complexity?

Thank you!
email: mike.lee@insead.edu

