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Zappos’ corporate headquarters in Las Vegas. The shoe retailer has stayed
with a flatter management structure despite implementation problems.
(James Leynse/Corbis via Getty Images)

Is less hierarchy an idea whose time has come – and gone?
Executive Summary
Flat management was supposed to represent the future of enlightened business organization. Proponents touted the concept of
reducing layers of management and empowering employees to make decisions as a quick path to making companies more e�icient
and Millennial-friendly. But a growing chorus of critics is condemning flat management as overhyped and fraught with its own set of
problems, including uncertainty about employee roles, di�iculties with scale and lack of accountability. Other business scholars say
the trend toward less hierarchy is here to stay and caution companies against giving up on it too soon.

A few key takeaways:

Flat management seems to work best in smaller companies or in discrete units of larger ones.

Estimates of organizations using a flat-management system in whole or in part range from a few hundred to almost 1,000
worldwide.

Online shoe retailer Zappos, the largest organization to turn to flat management, has stayed with the approach even though
some 18 percent of its employees le� when it implemented the system.

Full Report
Bill Hunt initially thought “flat management” sounded like a pretty
good deal. No bosses. The ability to set his own work priorities.
What was not to like?

He found out soon enough. At one organization, Hunt, a
Washington-based so�ware engineer, was forced to stay up late
dra�ing human resources plans and codes of conduct about which
he knew nothing. At another, he wondered why the people who got
stuck with the administrative work formerly done by managers
were always women or minorities. In lieu of a formal hierarchy,
cliques formed, making it tough for workers who were on the
outside and creating what he viewed as a toxic culture.
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“I have yet to work in [a flat organization] that was e�ective,” he
wrote in June in an article for Medium. “Although tech culture fetishizes rule breaking, disdain for authority and meritocracy … we
could all do with a few more rules – and a few more managers.”

Hunt is not alone in his skepticism. For a number of years, the key elements of flat management – trimming managerial layers and
giving employees more control over decision-making – have become a go-to solution for lagging performance. In an era when the
fastest-growing companies pride themselves on being lean, innovative and poised to respond to an increasingly unpredictable global
economy, this approach was supposed to make organizations more e�icient. It is also Millennial-friendly, in its rejection of hierarchy
and its goal of having all employees contributing to an overarching mission.

But as many companies struggle to make “flat” work, critics are pushing back over what some of them dismiss as just another
management fad. Even executives who embrace the concept in the abstract o�en tell researchers they doubt its practicality, at least
at their company.

“We’ve gone pretty far to the hype side,” says Ethan Bernstein, a management professor at Harvard Business School. “It turned out
that a flat structure opened up a whole new set of challenges. Some companies have the appetite to address these. Others don’t.”

Bernstein is referring to Holacracy, a self-management system used by Zappos (https://www.zappos.com/c/about-zappos), among
other companies. The online shoe retailer’s struggles to replace hierarchy with collaboration have been widely chronicled.  Despite

challenges, which included work time spent debating whether an employee should be allowed to bring her mini-pig to the o�ice,
Zappos has stayed with the program, but many companies are rethinking the no-bosses rule.  Others are scaling back; limiting self-

management to a single department, for example, or reintroducing some hierarchy as a way to regain control. Moving to flatter
management, it turns out, is much harder than many bosses imagined it would be.

A pair of recent Stanford University studies found that many people actually like hierarchy and the incentive it provides for
advancement.  Despite today’s cheaper communication technologies, social networking and crowd sourcing, Je� Pfe�er, a

professor of organizational behavior at Stanford, dismisses the idea that corporations are becoming more egalitarian as partly
wishful thinking.

Other business scholars worry that this view is shortsighted and that companies resistant to change are giving up too soon. “This is a
trend that is not going away,” says Joe Carella, assistant dean of executive education at the University of Arizona. “The world is
changing at a pace it hasn’t before, and we’re moving at exponential speed. We need to redesign how management works.”

Is the answer a flatter management structure? In a recent executive survey, Carella says he found that while 70 percent of
respondents admired flat management principles, half of them did not think they could make it happen at their company, primarily
because of the capital outlay involved in shi�ing to a new system.

What Is It?

A flat organization is one with fewer layers of management. Variants include:

Lattice. Used by W.L. Gore & Associates (https://www.gore.com/), makers of Gore-Tex fabric, this structure is set up so that
everyone in a company is connected to everyone else and can go directly to those they need to get their jobs done.

Holacracy, in which power is distributed across the organization in a series of teams or circles.

Network-centric, a system in which employees network inside the company with colleagues and outside the company with
manufacturers.

“Flat management” is o�en used interchangeably with “self-management,” the term consultants and academics generally prefer.
“Just because you have no bureaucracy doesn’t necessarily mean flat,” says Harvard’s Bernstein. “If you put a bunch of people in a
room, they will find a way to order.”

Bernstein pinpoints the advent of the practice to self-managed teams in British coal mines about 65 years ago. Until then, coal had
been mined like an assembly line, with each team performing a single task and having to finish its shi� before another team could
begin. That is, until miners in South Yorkshire decided to organize their work di�erently. With minimal supervision, groups of workers
interchanged roles and performed multiple tasks, which allowed the mine to function 24 hours a day without miners waiting for a
previous shi� to finish. Once self-managed teams proved successful, it was only a matter of time, Bernstein said, before people
started thinking about self-managed organizations.

Holacracy Distributes Power Among Employees
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Footnote:
1. Bill Hunt, “The Myth of the Flat Organization,” Medium, June 12,
2017, https://tinyurl.com/yb45tx3r (https://tinyurl.com/yb45tx3r).
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Source: Richard Feloni, “Zappos’ CEO says this is the biggest misconception people have about his

company’s self-management system,” Business Insider, Feb. 2, 2016, https://tinyurl.com/hyqn44a

(https://tinyurl.com/hyqn44a).

The Holacracy organizational style adopted by Zappos di�ers from traditional
hierarchy by spreading power among all employees, instead of distributing
authority to di�erent levels of management.

Long Description (/file/images/SBR0331-MainReport-Graphic1-
longdesc.html)

Morning Star (http://www.morningstarco.com/), a tomato-processing company in California, is a poster child for self-management. It
has had no managers since it was founded in the 1970s. Each employee, from plant workers to truck drivers, decides how to do the
work and makes all decisions.

Self-management works best in smaller companies where it has grown up organically with the business or at those where employees
are required to do a lot of repetitive work, says Joyce Wilson-Sanford, former executive vice president at Delhaize Group
(http://www.grocery.com/delhaize-group/), which owns supermarket chains including Hannaford and Food Lion. The challenges
o�en come, she says, when an attempt is made to impose it on an existing company that has an established hierarchy.

In 1987, Wilson-Sanford helped turn a Hannaford warehouse in Schodack, N.Y., into a self-managed organization. “The time was
right,” she says. “It’s a tricky line between self-management and just allowing people to do things.” She had to provide additional
training, for example, a�er concerns over how employees initially wanted to punish their colleagues. “You can’t just put someone in
the stocks because he fell asleep at work,” she says.

Lately, Wilson-Sanford says she has been getting calls from former colleagues who want to talk about self-management again. Her
advice has not changed much in 30 years. The reason many companies fail at switching from a hierarchical to a flatter, more self-
governing organization, she says, is not that it is a bad idea, but rather that they do not give it enough time. It takes three to five years
to change a company’s culture.

Old Is New Again

While the flat structure has been around for decades, a number of factors have contributed to its growth in recent years, experts say.
Global uncertainty, the pace of technological advances and disruption of industry have le� many organizations fighting for their
survival.  Successful companies such as Google (https://www.google.com/intl/en/about/), whose founders famously eschewed

bosses, have inspired many imitators. Social media is also democratizing workplaces, and the former command-and-control
structure of management is being pushed aside. Collaborative environments where everyone is a leader also appeal to Millennials
who have grown up with a team ethos and a desire to have an immediate impact.

Hard numbers on this trend are di�icult to come by. Georges Romme, a professor of entrepreneurship at the Eindhoven University of
Technology in the Netherlands, estimated that a “few hundred” organizations globally are now using what he calls a circular
management like Holacracy.  Holacracy (https://www.holacracy.org/how-it-works/) founder Brian Robertson puts the number at

closer to 1,000, but acknowledges many of those are cases where the system is limited to a team or department. Nonetheless, a 2003
study of more than 300 U.S. companies found that corporate hierarchies had become flatter over the previous two decades and the
ranks of middle managers had been reduced. The number of division heads reporting directly to the CEO had tripled since 1986,
while the number of management layers had declined by 25 percent, according to the National Bureau of Economic Research.

The 2016 How Report, which analyzes data collected from more than 16,000 employees in 17 countries, found that the number of
self-governed organizations had risen to around 8 percent from 3 percent in 2012. The number of organizations managed by a top-
down style requiring “blind obedience” declined to 30 percent from 43 percent in 2012, when London-based LRN, a leadership
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Taylor Coil of Tortuga

consulting firm, started the survey.

Doug Kirkpatrick, a consulting partner with the Morning Star Self-Management Institute, a research and education outfit, says it is
not surprising that companies are looking for new ways to manage. He sees a clear trend away from command-and-control models, a
shi� that goes beyond “flat” to focus on teaching skills such as communication and building the necessary culture of respect where
all employees honor their commitments. “I think the trends are here to stay,” he says. “That doesn’t mean everything will change all
at once or soon, because change is being resisted.”

Tortuga (https://www.tortugabackpacks.com/), an e-commerce company that makes travel backpacks,
has been a flat organization since it was founded in 2011. Part of what has made that structure work was
founder Fred Perrotta’s desire to hire an expert in every area, says Marketing Manager Taylor Coil. For the
most part, Coil says, the system has worked well for the company, which now has nine employees, but
there have been challenges, such as what to do when two Tortuga experts disagree. Initially they used
Perrotta as the tiebreaker, but quickly realized that was sometimes impractical.

When Tortuga redesigned its blog, for example, Coil and the webmaster disagreed on the changes.
Company employees had decided they would each take ownership of the business in areas where they
had a skill set. In the case of the website, even though Coil handled marketing and writing, she was
willing to yield to the web designer.

“We ultimately became Batman and Robin on the web team,” she says, “And he was Batman, so he was in charge.”

Tales from some companies that have gone all-in on flat management have not helped promote the idea. In 2014, the social media
platform Bu�er (https://bu�er.com/) publicly embraced self-management. Less than a year later, Bu�er co-founder Leo Widrich
detailed why a flat structure had not worked for his company.

Part of the problem, he wrote in a blog post, was that employees were simply let loose to go work on what they wanted without any
guidance or leadership. The company got rid of managers, stopped mentoring sessions so there were no longer any top-down
interactions and ended strategy meetings. The result, Widrich wrote, was “chaos.”

To remedy this, the company brought back mentoring and strategy meetings. Ultimately, Widrich and his cofounder realized that
completely eliminating managers was a mistake. The company now has what it views as a more natural hierarchy that arises from the
company’s goals and who on the team has the experience or passion to lead a project.

Robertson understands this evolution all too well. When he founded startup Ternary So�ware in 2001, his first instinct was to go flat.
“My idea was, let’s give everyone a voice,” he says. “And the result was, we had tons of problems.” For the next several years,
Robertson experimented with various management strategies. In 2007, he launched the first version of Holacracy, a system designed
to give employees a say while providing enough structure to enable work to get done.

Robertson readily acknowledges that Holacracy is not perfect. He compares it to a sport like soccer. Athletes have a lot of leeway as
to what they can do, they can move from o�ense to defense, he says, but they have to play the game within a certain framework of
rules. In Holacracy, as an alternative to managers, the company divides its functions into circles or teams. Employees are free to play
di�erent roles on those teams based on their demonstrated expertise. There is a system for making decisions and rules about how to
handle disagreements.

Watch the video below with Zappos executives Tony Hsieh and Robert Richman.
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Zappos, founded in 1999, turned to Holacracy in 2013 when founder Tony Hsieh became concerned that the company was becoming
less innovative. Zappos had always sought to foster an open, fun-loving, family-like culture, so introducing a management system
designed to promote collaboration seemed smart.

When Zappos announced the move, it o�ered severance to anyone who wanted to quit. About 14 percent of the employees le�
immediately, and nearly 18 percent were gone by the beginning of 2016.  While it made sense to keep only those who had bought

in to the new approach, the negative headlines that resulted hurt the Las Vegas-based company’s e�orts at cultural change. Multiple
roles (at Zappos it is estimated that each worker had more than 25 responsibilities) le� employees confused about how to get work
done and compensation was di�icult to set. This ultimately hurt hiring as recruits worried about advancement in a bossless
organization.

There also were complaints from employees that Zappos merely replaced one bureaucracy with another. What had formerly been
150 departmental units morphed into 500 circles.  Robertson describes Holacracy as more of a third way than a “flat”system and

says that in some ways it has more structure than hierarchical organizations: “The di�erence is that this structure is not coming from
the managers, it’s self-organization and coming from the teams.”

Another complaint about self-management is that it is not easy to scale. Medium cited this as one of the reasons it abandoned
Holacracy. Andy Doyle, former head of operations at the online publishing platform, said he liked that Holacracy reflected the
modern view of work and worked very well when teams were working autonomously to reach a goal, but for larger initiatives that
required “coordination across functions,” he said, “it could be time-consuming and divisive to gain alignment.”

Robertson disputes this, but acknowledges that Holacracy works better with smaller companies. Surprisingly, this does not include
startups or the hottest high-tech unicorns. “We probably have less companies doing this in Silicon Valley than anywhere else in the
world,” Robertson says. “When a company is growing that fast, it’s hard to adopt something where it takes five years for you to see
results.”

Holacracy can have more impact in a large corporation, he says, but most of the larger companies that have gone in this direction
have limited its application to a part of the enterprise. Both yogurt maker Dannon (http://www.dannon.com/our-company/) and
Starwood Hotels and Resorts (http://www.starwoodhotels.com/corporate/investor.html?language=en_US), for example, are using it
in their tech departments, according to Robertson.  Flattening management tends to be more challenging in large, publicly traded

companies due to questions about accountability. In 2015, Royal Imtech, a Dutch company that provided communication and
technical services, went bankrupt. One cause was the company’s decentralization, which led to a lack of oversight on projects run by
its country units, including a fraudulent construction project in Poland.

Robertson says there is more acceptance of Holacracy’s constraints in France and the Netherlands, where his company has many
clients, than in the United States. In France, he says, companies have long struggled with very strict hierarchies, which makes them
open to any new system that will “stop the pain. In the Netherlands, the Dutch are very open to new systems. They also work in
tightknit business networks.” That is one of the limits in the United States, Robertson says: “We don’t have those networks.”

00:12

00:29

00:50

[Managing People Part 2] [On Boarding- Training & Cultivating-- Training For Company Culture; Articulating Expectations;
Evaluating Performance; Providing Support]

ROBERT RICHMAN: When a new employee comes in, we do a four-week training process. [Robert Richman, Product
Manager, Zappos, Las Vegas] And they learn everything from the core values all the way to specific things to do on the phone.
And every single employee that comes in-- even if they're, for example, someone in marketing-- still has to go through that
four-week training. And anyone can really take a call and be able to help out a customer. So they go through that four-week
training,

ROBERT RICHMAN [continued]: learn everything from our values all the way to the specifics. And through that process, we
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Holacracy founder Brian
Robertson

Gary Hamel

Another factor limiting the impact of flattening management is fear, according to Kirkpatrick of the
Morning Star Institute. Many companies stick with the status quo because they are afraid self-
management will unleash chaos.

“I’ve seen cases where the leadership that embraced self-management gave up,” Kirkpatrick says. “They
just thought it was too hard, too much work, people aren’t doing what we thought they would do.”

Bernstein’s theory is that the best approach for most organizations might be to selectively adopt aspects
of flat management. Some companies have already done this. Procter & Gamble (https://us.pg.com/)
has a complicated matrix structure, he wrote, but also an open-innovation program in which
independent teams self-organize to solve challenges.  Defense contractor Lockheed Martin

(http://www.lockheedmartin.com/us.html) has had success with “Skunk Works,” a group of empowered
teams that self-form to develop new technologies.  “[T]he next generation of self-management is

demanding a new generation of leaders,” Bernstein wrote in the Harvard Business Review, “senior individuals with the vision to see
where it is best to set aside hierarchy for another way of operating, but also with the courage to defend hierarchy where it serves the
institution’s fundamental goals.”

Going Forward

Courses that explore flatter management have become business school staples. In a first-year required course in leadership and
organizational behavior at Harvard, for example, business students study cases on self-management at both video game developer
Valve (http://www.valveso�ware.com/) and C&S Wholesale (http://www.cswg.com/) grocers.  These cases are heavily used in MBA

programs around the world, Bernstein says.

Some experts are convinced that, for all its di�iculties, nonhierarchical organization o�ers substantial benefits if companies can solve
the puzzle of how to put it in practice.

For example, researchers from Stanford, the University of Amsterdam and Drexel University in one recent study found flatter
structures actually created more functional teams. Researchers divided volunteers into teams and had them pitch a proposal to a
business prospect. When both a hierarchical team and an egalitarian team were trying to win a client, the researchers said, the
egalitarian team was typically more successful because its members felt as if they were all in it together, while the performance of
some of the hierarchical teams su�ered because their members felt they were competing against each other.

One of the researchers, Lindred Greer, a professor of organizational behavior at Stanford, said that even if Holacracy’s success has
been limited, the search for a more workable system holds a big potential payo�. “I’ve always said that if there were a Nobel Prize for
management, it would go to the person who finds an organizational structure that’s not based on vertical di�erentiation, on
hierarchy, on leadership.… There have to be ways to organize that don’t imply inequality and inequity – ways to organize that are
mutually respectful and reinforcing.”

Other scholars agree. Gary Hamel, a London Business School professor whose 2011 Harvard Business
Review article, “First, Let’s Fire all the Managers,” was a call to adopt flat management, believes that to
make it work a change must occur in how leadership is understood.

At a time when only 13 percent of employees are engaged – that is, truly committed to and inspired by
their work – he said in a recent interview, “the real challenge today is not finding an extraordinary CEO
and top team, but developing leadership capabilities of everyone at every level.”

Morning Star’s Kirkpatrick thinks he might have found someone already doing just that. On a recent trip
to China, he got a chance to listen to Zhang Ruimin, chief executive of Haier (http://www.haier.net/en/),
the Beijing-based appliances and electronics maker. Zhang is currently in the process of not merely
flattening the manufacturing firm, but converting it into a platform for entrepreneurial ventures run by
employees. Haier will provide financing and support for these companies that will be developing

products and services for the networked “smart home.”

Zhang’s management model, called “RenDanHeYi,” refers in Mandarin to the need for employees to go beyond connecting to the
company and link directly with users. Compensation will ultimately be based on how well their products sell.

To date, Zhang has divided employees into 4,000 di�erent teams, Kirkpatrick says. He says this unleashed a wave of creativity and
resulted in the creation of more than 50 micro-enterprises so far. “The people I met were motivated, highly energized and ready to
create new businesses,” he says. “If it could work there, it could work here.”
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In a recent interview with Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Sloan Management Review, Zhang o�ered his vision of the
leadership of the future. “My task is not to cultivate a replacement, but to cultivate many people who are willing to challenge both
themselves and the status quo,” he said. The end goal, he added, was to dispense with his authority. “Rather than listening to my
orders, my instructions – which might turn out to be erroneous – our teams follow the demands of the market and of our users.”

About the Author
Kathleen Murray is a longtime business reporter who writes frequently about wage and employment issues. Her articles have
appeared in The New York Times, The Washington Post, Forbes, CBS Moneywatch and Time, among other publications. She lives in
Vienna, Va. She previously reported for SAGE Business Researcher on wage stagnation (http://businessresearcher.sagepub.com/sbr-
1775-101222-2760442/20161107/wage-stagnation), the underground economy (http://businessresearcher.sagepub.com/sbr-1863-
102479-2775997/20170403/underground-economy#about.the.author-section) and gentrification
(http://businessresearcher.sagepub.com/sbr-1863-103843-2833123/20170828/gentrification#about.the.author-section).

Chronology
 

1790–1900 Industry charts a new course.

1793 Samuel Slater brings textile manufacturing techniques to the United States from England, ushering in the
Industrial Revolution. Mass production will lead to the need for a management theory on how to make a large
workforce compliant and e�icient in performing repetitive tasks.

1854 David McCallum, superintendent of the Erie Railroad in New York, puts together the first organizational chart.
Another industry leader, J. Edgar Thomson of the Pennsylvania Railroad, develops the concept of line and sta�
management: The line consists of workers whose daily tasks contribute directly to the company’s mission and
objectives, such as production and sales; sta� were support workers in the non-revenue-generating portion of the
business such as accounting and human resources.

1900–1960 Companies try new management techniques.

Early 1900s German sociologist Max Weber introduces the principles of bureaucratic management, focusing on following clear
procedures and chain of command. His book on the topic is published posthumously in 1922.

1911 Engineer Frederick Winslow Taylor publishes “The Principles of Scientific Management,” which encourages
managers to think of employees as specialized yet replaceable cogs, setting o� the first management fad.

1923 General Motors President Allen P. Sloan pioneers management by committee, creating a decentralized hierarchy at
the car and truck manufacturer and emphasizing the importance of delegating operating responsibilities to
individual divisions.

1954 Psychologist Abraham Maslow develops the “hierarchy of needs” theory of motivation, which inspires later
attempts to get the best out of employees. Management consultant Peter Drucker publishes “The Practice of
Management,” laying out the five main functions of managers.

1958 Clothing manufacturer W.L. Gore and Associates is founded; the company pioneers flat management by replacing
traditional organizational charts and chains of command with collaborative teams where leaders emerge
naturally.

1960–2000 Flat management evolves.

Late 1960s Dutch electrical engineer Gerard Endenburg tries to replicate a cooperative management theory he learned in
school, leading to the creation of sociocracy, which relies on a circular feedback system in which decisions are
made by consensus. Endenburg’s structure of giving employees in semi-autonomous circles the right to execute
and control their own processes would become the basis of Holacracy.

1970 California tomato processor Morning Star is founded as an employee-managed trucking company.
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1996 Game-maker Valve So�ware in Washington state is created with no formal management structure. Although
employees say the approach boosts creativity, others criticize it for fostering the sort of cliques found in high
schools.

2000–Present Challenges for self-management arise.

2007 Programmer Brian Robertson develops a new kind of self-management system called Holacracy, which attempts
to replace top-down management with a team-based culture.

2011 Management consultant Gary Hamel publishes a landmark Harvard Business Review article that questions the
need for bosses.

2015 Internet shoe retailer Zappos introduces Holacracy’s self-management techniques throughout the entire
company, becoming the largest organization to adopt it. Over the next 10 months, 18 percent of its workers quit,
many because of the changes in management.

2016 As more companies struggle with self-management, Harvard University professor Ethan Bernstein and three
colleagues write a Harvard Business Review article that attempts to address what they call “the Holacracy hype”
by assessing its strengths and drawbacks.

2017 Zappos continues to work with Holacracy, which is now in e�ect at more than 1,000 companies worldwide,
according to Brian Robertson, who founded the system in 2007.

   

Resources for Further Study

Bibliography
Books

Goodman, Malcolm, and Sandra M. Dingli, “Creativity and Strategic Innovation Management: Directions for Future Value in Changing
Times (http://worldcat.org/search?
q=ti:Creativity+and+Strategic+Innovation+Management:+Directions+for+Future+Value+in+Changing+Times),” Taylor & Francis, 2017.

Two academics o�er an updated primer on the latest in management thought.

Groth, Aimee, “The Kingdom of Happiness: Inside Tony Hseih’s Zapponian Utopia (https://www.amazon.com/Kingdom-Happiness-
Inside-Hsiehs-Zapponian/dp/1501129902),” Touchstone, 2017.

A journalist tells the story behind online shoe retailer Zappos, CEO Tony Hseih and the turbulent quest for self-management.

Kirkpatrick, Doug, “Beyond Empowerment: The Age of the Self-Managed Organization (http://worldcat.org/search?
q=ti:Beyond+Empowerment:+The+Age+of+the+Self-Managed+Organization),” Jetlaunch, 2017.

A consultant who worked at one of the earliest self-managed companies details why 20 years of empowerment programs have so
o�en failed to give employees power, and what companies must do to make such e�orts work.

Pontefract, Dan, “Flat Army: Creating a Connected and Engaged Organization (http://worldcat.org/search?
q=ti:Flat+Army:+Creating+a+Connected+and+Engaged+Organization),” Elevate Publishing, 2016.

A management consultant provides tips on how to overcome resistance when trying to flatten an organization.

Shaw, Robert Bruce, “Extreme Teams: Why Pixar, Netflix, Airbnb, and Other Cutting-Edge Companies Succeed Where Most Fail
(http://worldcat.org/search?q=ti:Extreme+Teams:+Why+Pixar,+Netflix,+Airbnb,+and+Other+Cutting-
Edge+Companies+Succeed+Where+Most+Fail),” American Management Association, 2017.

A leadership expert o�ers an insider’s look at how teams work in some of the most successful companies.

Articles

Bernstein, Ethan, et al., “Beyond the Holacracy Hype,” Harvard Business Review, July–August 2016, http://tinyurl.com/jjs2jlr
(http://tinyurl.com/jjs2jlr).

http://worldcat.org/search?q=ti:Creativity+and+Strategic+Innovation+Management:+Directions+for+Future+Value+in+Changing+Times
https://www.amazon.com/Kingdom-Happiness-Inside-Hsiehs-Zapponian/dp/1501129902
http://worldcat.org/search?q=ti:Beyond+Empowerment:+The+Age+of+the+Self-Managed+Organization
http://worldcat.org/search?q=ti:Flat+Army:+Creating+a+Connected+and+Engaged+Organization
http://worldcat.org/search?q=ti:Extreme+Teams:+Why+Pixar,+Netflix,+Airbnb,+and+Other+Cutting-Edge+Companies+Succeed+Where+Most+Fail
http://tinyurl.com/jjs2jlr
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Harvard researchers and a Zappos insider take a critical look at what works and does not work about Holacracy, a self-management
system.

Giang, Vivian, “What Kind of Leadership Is Needed In Flat Hierarchies?” Fast Company, May 19, 2015, https://tinyurl.com/yc9brtnx
(https://tinyurl.com/yc9brtnx).

A journalist shares ideas on how leadership needs to change in flat organizations.

Luzajic, Tamara, “What Is Holocracy And Is It Destroying Companies?” Customer Experience Magazine, Jan. 10, 2017,
http://tinyurl.com/y73gxrl5 (http://tinyurl.com/y73gxrl5).

A journalist summarizes the problems with Holacracy.

Michelman, Paul, “Leading to Become Obsolete: Haier CEO Zhang Ruimin is transforming a manufacturing giant into a platform for
entrepreneurship –and his employees into self-governing entreprenuers,” MIT Sloan Management Review, Fall 2017,
https://tinyurl.com/yc2f5h5n (https://tinyurl.com/yc2f5h5n).

One of China’s most visionary leaders explains how he is realigning his company with customers and the internet of things.

Mukherjee, Amit S., “The Case Against Agility,” MIT Sloan Management Review, Sept. 26, 2017, http://tinyurl.com/ycyhvtqr
(http://tinyurl.com/ycyhvtqr).

A professor of management who is a former tech executive argues that lean and fast is not always best.

Romme, Georges, “The big misconceptions holding holacracy back,” Harvard Business Review, September 2015, http://tinyurl.com/
yb5st8hd (http://tinyurl.com/yb5st8hd).

A Dutch professor of entrepreneurship describes how misunderstandings about Holacracy – such as that it eliminates bureaucracy –
create barriers to its adoption.

Useem, Jerry, “Are Bosses Necessary?” The Atlantic, October 2015, https://tinyurl.com/ycweztzk (https://tinyurl.com/ycweztzk).

The vicissitudes of introducing a self-management system at Zappos are described.

Reports and Studies

Balls, Andrew, “The Flattening of Corporate Management,” NBER Digest, Oct. 6, 2017, https://tinyurl.com/yaqmnonf
(https://tinyurl.com/yaqmnonf).

A study by the National Bureau of Economic Research measures how much corporate hierarchies are flattening.

Claudino, Tiago Bomfim, et al., “Fostering and limiting factors of innovation in Micro and Small Enterprises,” Innovation in
Management Review, April–June 2017, http://tinyurl.com/ybe3pzy7 (http://tinyurl.com/ybe3pzy7).

Researchers look at the factors driving innovation in small companies.

Pfau, Bruce N., “What Do Millennials Really Want at Work? The Same Thing the Rest of Us Do,” Harvard Business Review, April 7, 2016,
http://tinyurl.com/jfb33jt (http://tinyurl.com/jfb33jt).

A human resources specialist at the consulting firm KPMG discusses research that seeks to disprove the notion that what Millennials
want from work is di�erent from other generations.

Roelofsen, Erik, and Tao Yue, “Case Study: Is Holacracy for Us?” Harvard Business Review, March–April 2017, https://tinyurl.com/
yc86cle6 (https://tinyurl.com/yc86cle6).

A Harvard Business School case study based on irregularities at the Dutch company Royal Imtech explores the legal risks and
challenges self-management can present.

Romme, Georges, “Management as a science-based profession: a grand societal challenge,” Management Research Review, 2017,
https://tinyurl.com/ydzy6z2l (https://tinyurl.com/ydzy6z2l).

A Dutch management professor attempts to quantify how many companies are using “circular management.”

Walsh, Dylan, “Rethinking Hierarchy in the Workplace,” Insights by Stanford Business, Sept. 5, 2017, https://tinyurl.com/yaroo85d
(https://tinyurl.com/yaroo85d).
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Stanford researchers find hierarchy can create more functional teams.

Zitek, Emily, and Alex Jordan, “Research: Narcissists Don’t Like Flat Organizations,” Harvard Business Review, July 27, 2016,
http://tinyurl.com/jgjjzwo (http://tinyurl.com/jgjjzwo).

Surprise! A study shows narcissists prefer organizations where they’re in charge.

The Next Step
Experiments

Aileron, “Small Business, Big Opportunity: Replacing Traditional Management With Holacracy,” Forbes, Oct. 9, 2017,
https://tinyurl.com/y8eh7c5g (https://tinyurl.com/y8eh7c5g).

Intrust IT, a business technology provider, took the opportunity to implement Holacracy when a service manager le� the company.

Hinssen, Peter, “Why Your Organization Needs To Put Culture Before Structure,” Forbes, June 12, 2017, https://tinyurl.com/ybnfvxla
(https://tinyurl.com/ybnfvxla).

A Forbes contributor recommends a company lay a cultural foundation that suits its needs before settling on a management
structure.

Kessler, Sarah, “GE has a version of self-management that is much like Zappos’ Holacracy–and it works,” Quartz, June 6, 2017,
https://tinyurl.com/ycc3yc25 (https://tinyurl.com/ycc3yc25).

General Electric employs a management system called “teaming,” where employees work in groups that decide among themselves
the best way to get work done. The system uses coaches instead of supervisors and sets goals rather than issuing directions.

Silicon Valley

Agarwal, Ajay, “How To E�ectively Grow An Early Stage Business,” Forbes, May 26, 2017, https://tinyurl.com/y87rwzvk
(https://tinyurl.com/y87rwzvk).

New companies need to build a flexible leadership team as they grow beyond the startup stage, says a managing director of Bain
Capital Ventures.

Edwards, Jim, “Secrecy, Control and ‘Kindness’: What the Snapchat IPO tells us about its corporate culture,” Business Insider, Feb. 3,
2017, https://tinyurl.com/yb94qyl7 (https://tinyurl.com/yb94qyl7).

Snapchat’s IPO filing gave insight into a company culture that encourages “kindness” among employees and group therapy sessions.

Mucklai, Shazir, “Why Startups Need Project Managers Now More Than Ever,” Forbes, April 12, 2017, https://tinyurl.com/yay8zhbe
(https://tinyurl.com/yay8zhbe).

Startups that embrace flat structures are more adaptable than traditional corporations, but this flexibility comes at a cost to project
management, a Forbes contributor warns.

Organizations

Agile Alliance 
1101 N.E. Paren Springs Road, Dundee, OR 97115 
1-503-554-8230 
http://agilealliance.org (http://agilealliance.org) 
International organization that promotes agile so�ware development and the use of collaborative, cross-functional teams.

American Management Association 
3118 28th Parkway, Temple Hills, MD 20748 
1-212-586-8100 
http://www.amanet.org/ (http://www.amanet.org/) 
Trade association for management training.

HolacracyOne 
1741 Hilltop Road, Suite 200, Spring City, PA 19475 
1-484-359-8922 
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http://www.holacracy.org (http://www.holacracy.org) 
The company that developed Brian Robertson’s self-management theory of Holacracy.

How Metrics 
745 Fi�h Ave., 8th Floor, New York, NY 10051 
1-866-439-3071 
http://howmetrics.lrn.com/ (http://howmetrics.lrn.com/) 
Publisher of the How Report, which measures the ways self-governing organizations produce better business outcomes.

Institute for Business Innovation 
F402 Haas School of Business, #1930, University of California, Berkeley, CA 94720-1930 
1-510-642-4041 
http://businessinnovation.berkeley.edu/ (http://businessinnovation.berkeley.edu/) 
Berkeley Haas Business School research arm that studies innovation at startups and established companies.

Morning Star Self-Management Institute 
500 Capitol Mall, Suite 2050, Sacramento, CA 95816 
1-916-628-6500 
www.self-managementinstitute.org/ (http://www.self-managementinstitute.org/) 
Research and education organization that supports management model based on the tomato processing company Morning Star.

Scrum Alliance 
7401 Church Ranch Blvd., #210, Westminster, CO 80021 
1-720-443-7314 
www.scrumalliance.org (http://www.scrumalliance.org) 
Nonprofit organization that supports an “agile” workplace.
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