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Abstract

Are managers necessary for organizations? Could organizations function without them? To answer, we must separate between
two questions: are top managers necessary? And are middle managers necessary? I argue that larger organizations are prone
to need someone to have oversight of the wholeness and to take responsibility for its design and development. Given the
dedication and time commitment needed to fulfill that role, it is virtually impossible to have a larger organization without
any top management. However, a large organization with top management and frontline employees—but no managerial lay-
ers in between—is already a much more realistic possibility. It typically requires having autonomous, self-managing teams
empowered to make all the necessary decisions related to their own work, accompanied by certain structural solutions (often
enhanced by ICT) solving key information- and coordination-related tasks that are traditionally taken care of by middle
managers. Often specific coach roles also emerge. In principle, if working substitutes are found to all tasks traditionally taken
care of by middle managers, an organization can be functional and successful without any managerial layers. I examine a
few successful examples of such organizations, Buurtzorg and Reaktor, while also highlighting key boundary conditions for
when, where, and how self-managing organizations can succeed. I conclude by distinguishing between structure and hierar-
chy, arguing that while self-managing organizations are characterized by high levels of decentralization, their functionality is
ensured through having enough structure, thus combining low hierarchy with adequate structure to find the most functional
form of organizing in a particular context.
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Introduction for a long time (see, e.g., the recent special issue, Baumann

and Wu 2022). Some have argued that “leadership matters”

Do managers matter? While popular calls to “fire all the
managers” (Hamel 2011) and “abolish hierarchy” (Robert-
son 2016) have challenged the necessity of managers, Foss
and Klein strike back with a weighty tome arguing that
“management is essential for coordinating people, resources,
and tasks, especially during unprecedented disruptions”
(Foss and Klein 2022, p. 13). They downplay the popular
examples of non-hierarchical, self-managing companies as
individual anecdotes that often are not as bossless as they
claim, while arguing for the necessity of hierarchy in human
organizing. This is part of an ongoing debate having gone
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and has a significant impact on subordinate effectiveness
(Dionne et al. 2002, p. 461), while others have argued that
the effect of managerial behavior on follower performance
tends to be relatively small (Howell and Hall-Merenda
1999). Inspired by this exchange between the critics and
defenders of managers and organizational hierarchy, in this
brief essay I want to offer one way of answering this crucial
question on organizational design: are managers necessary
for organizations?

The first thing to note is that the question itself is ambigu-
ous. It includes (at least) two separate questions: does an
organization need fop management? Could it survive without
anyone in charge? The other question has a different focus:
does an organization need middle management? Could it
survive having just top management and employees but no
managerial layers in between? I’ll answer both questions
in turn.
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Can organizations function without top
management? No

As regards the first question, about the necessity of top
managers, | am mainly on board with Foss and Klein’s
point of view. A large organization without any top man-
agement is hard to imagine. As Foss and Klein observe,
many of the celebrated examples of ‘bossless’, self-man-
aging organizations have had highly visible CEOs, who
typically are the visionaries behind the unusual organiza-
tional model. Semco is strongly associated with Ricardo
Semler, Zappos with Tony Hsieh, Buurtzorg with Jos de
Blok, Valve with Gabe Newell, and W. L. Gore with Bill
Gore. This point is emphasized by the fact that, at least
in the cases of Semco and Zappos, the departure of the
figurehead CEO has been followed by the company tak-
ing several steps back towards more traditional hierarchy.

Anecdotes aside, a fully organic organization with
no top managers is prone to run into serious problems
as regards strategic level decision-making. As long as all
employees can gather around the same table, they could
in principle function as one team with shared leadership
(D66s and Wilhelmson 2021; Zhu et al. 2018). However,
when the organization grows to include, let’s say, more
than 100 employees, the complexity and the interdepend-
encies between various decisions grows, increasing the
amount of information needed to make strategic level deci-
sions. This typically necessitates that someone dedicates
their whole time to this synthesizing task to be able to
make decisions that benefit the organization as a whole,
thus in essence becoming the one calling the shots. As I
will argue in the later part of this article, an important
part of this role is to monitor how well the current struc-
tures and practices of the organization function, addressing
shortcomings and exceptional situations, and thinking how
the design of the organization could be improved. Indeed,
a few CEOs I have interviewed have viewed their role as
that of an organizational designer, aiming to design an
organization that needs as little managerial oversight as
possible—but still needs someone to take responsibility
for that designing. For example, the CEO of mobile game
company Supercell, Ilkka Paananen, has in several inter-
views emphasized how his “goal is to become the least
powerful CEO in the world” (Kelly 2013).

In principle, of course, the role of the CEO is just a
bunch of tasks, responsibilities, and decision-making
power delegated to that specific role. If all those func-
tions could be solved in alternative ways, there would
be no need for a CEO. In practice, however, the CEO
tends to make exactly those decisions that are too com-
plex and ambiguous for algorithms to make (Martela and
Luoma 2021), and require too holistic understanding of
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the organization to be made by those not fully dedicating
themselves to monitoring the wholeness. Searching for
examples of larger companies without CEOs, the publicly
available examples that I found, such as the Swiss watch-
maker Richemont (Wall Street Journal 2016) or the US
construction company DPR (Forbes 2014), had in essence
replaced the CEO with a management team. Instead of
one top manager, they thus had a top management team,
thus not challenging the necessity of top management as
such. So based on both theoretical considerations and the
lack of even anecdotal evidence, I would conclude that
larger organizations need somebody who has an oversight
of the wholeness, and takes responsibility that the neces-
sary higher-level decisions get made. I would be glad to be
proven wrong in the future by a bold and successful exper-
iment, but at this point it seems that we need to conclude
that managers matter in the sense that larger organizations
need someone having an oversight over the wholeness.

Can organizations function without any
middle managers? Yes

The interim conclusion about the necessity of top manage-
ment brings us to the second question: can organizations
function without any middle managers? Here, the organi-
zation can have a top management team, but in between
them and the individual employees and teams there are no
managerial layers; the teams have no designated superior
to report to. Such self-managing organizations are defined
as organizations that have radically decentralized authority
throughout the organization to the degree of having almost
completely abolished the whole layer of middle management
(Lee and Edmondson 2017; Martela 2019). Can such organi-
zations function and be successful? This is a question I have
examined quite much, having studied two organizations
famous for their structure that lacks middle management:
Buurtzorg is a Dutch home care organization employing
over 14,000 nurses and social care workers. Having been
founded in 2006, it has experienced a rapid growth and is
currently one of the largest organizations in its industry with
an annual turnover of 440 million Euros. Despite a five-
digit employee count, the organization has just two man-
agers—the CEO and the internal business leader—with no
managerial positions between them and the 14,000 frontline
employees. The nurses are organized in teams of 12 nurses
who each have high levels of autonomy to take care of the
customers in their own region (Nandram 2015, 2021). The
teams manage independently everything from renting an
office-building to recruitment. This self-managing struc-
ture has been highly successful: in addition to rapid growth,
the company has been financially successful, being able to
deliver care significantly cheaper than the main competitors,
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while having better health outcomes and higher customer
satisfaction (Gray et al. 2015)—and while having high
employee satisfaction ratings as testified by the fact that it
has won several times the “Best Employer” award in the
Netherlands (Beste Werkgevers 2017). The autonomous
teams are supported by an ICT system that the company
has built itself to give the nurses access to all the necessary
information they need, and by approximately 20 coaches that
have no formal authority but come in to help the teams when
the teams encounter any problems they feel they are not able
to deal with themselves. The organizational model is thus
built around highly autonomous teams, with the rest of the
organization designed to provide various forms of support
so that the teams can better succeed in their work.

Reaktor, in turn, is an IT software and service company
with headquarters in Helsinki, Finland, and offices in New
York, Tokyo, Amsterdam, and Lissabon. It employs around
550 experts, has a 80+ M€ annual turnover, with customers
ranging from Airbus and Air France to Adidas, Heineken,
and Dow Jones. In addition to good financial performance
as testified by double-digit growth and profit figures for
most of its 20 years of its existence, the company is a highly
attractive employer, having several nominations as the Best
Workplace in Finland, and one nomination as the Best Work-
place in Europe, in addition to ranking high on various ‘most
attractive employer’ surveys in Finland. While the company
has top managers and country leads, it has no middle man-
agement, with each team working autonomously with their
customer, without any supervisor. Certain functions typi-
cally taken care of by middle managers are taken care of by
specific roles, like a dedicated salary team negotiating the
salaries with the employees, a number of coaches supporting
teams and individuals in their development, and client man-
agers selling the projects to the customers. The inter-team
interaction mostly takes place on company Slack, with the
company aiming to make all information, including finan-
cial information, transparently available to all employees.
Similar to Buurtzorg, the organizational model is thus built
around autonomous teams, without the need for any middle
management.

These two organizations seem to work in practice, but
does having no middle management work in theory?

Firstly, there are reasons to believe that many organiza-
tions today probably have more middle management than
what would actually be needed. Strict supervisor control
and command chains made more sense in the Taylorian
era, when illiteracy among the employees was the rule in
many workplaces. A key development in the last century has
been the professionalization of the workforce, more recently
accelerated by automatization replacing especially routine
work requiring no specific education (Autor 2015; Frey and
Osborne 2017). This means that in many organizations the
frontline employees are highly educated, and typically quite

motivated and capable to perform their work independently.
In such cases—doctors, researchers, IT experts are classical
examples—a traditional controlling supervisor might be per-
ceived more as a hindrance to work (cf. Grant et al. 2011).
Thus, in industries where individual employees have both
the motivation and skills to mainly manage their own work,
there is little need for traditional command-and-control man-
agerial intervention—and more and more of the workforce
work in such industries.

Second, what could be called ‘the iron law of bureau-
cratization’ states that rules, regulations, and managerial
positions in organizations tend to increase over time, unless
actively resisted (cf. MacKenzie 1998). A colleague recently
told me how she, as a top expert, had managed to work in
her position for 10 years without a supervisor. The new top
manager, however, felt that not having a supervisor was
out of place, and recruited a new middle manager to man-
age the previously autonomous experts. The new manager,
in need of proving themselves, started various initiatives,
which resulted in significantly more red tape for the experts.
“It is tempting, if the only tool you have is a hammer, to
treat everything as if it were a nail”’, Maslow once wrote.
Similarly, managers tend to solve many problems (even
non-existent ones) by increasing managers. This bloats the
organization with managers beyond what would be optimal
for performance.

But these are arguments for why /ess middle manage-
ment might be needed. What we are interested in is whether
any middle management is needed. As the above examples
testify, managing without middle management is possible
at least in certain cases. Providing a more general answer
in the abstract is hard, given the wide diversity in types of
organizations, employees, and interconnections between
various tasks, employees, and units. Taking a functional
approach to management (Burke et al. 2006; Fleishman
et al. 1991; Morgeson et al. 2010), we could argue that any
managerial position exists to fulfill certain functions. There
are certain things that a specific manager has responsibility
on, such as making certain decisions, keeping track of and
transmitting certain information, executing certain tasks,
and supporting, guiding, and monitoring certain employ-
ees. As regards these functions, a distinction is typically
made between task-oriented and people-oriented func-
tions (Burke et al. 2006; Yukl et al. 2002), with the for-
mer referring to roles related to task execution, such as task
resourcing, decision-making, and taking responsibility and
monitoring that things get done. People-oriented functions,
in turn, are about taking care of the subordinates through
cultivating their motivation and supporting their well-being
and development. Additionally, middle managers also have a
role in organizational development and acting as connectors
between the top managers and employees, helping both sides
to understand each other (Jaser 2021). Now the question
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about the necessity of a particular manager boils down to
whether all these responsibilities could be managed in other
ways. Replacing the manager typically starts with empower-
ing the frontline employees—either as individuals but more
typically as teams. When the team takes full responsibility
for accomplishing their own tasks—including deciding (in
direct interaction with the customer) what their goals and
task are—the managerial role loses most of its traditional
functions.

Besides team empowerment, another increasingly com-
mon substitute for managers is provided by various ICT
solutions (Dedrick et al. 2003; Zammuto et al. 2007). Many
functions related to information gathering, aggregation, and
distribution as well as inter-unit coordination, that used to be
the task of higher-level managers, can nowadays be accom-
plished through various information distribution systems,
data bases, programs, and algorithms. These enable types of
coordination that a human equipped with paper and pencil
would be incapable of. The development of communication
technology and resource planning software has made possi-
ble the modern multinational conglomerates that coordinate
resources around the globe (Baldwin 2019). Simultaneously
these ICT solutions have also made it possible to take care
of many information and coordination functions tradition-
ally having been the responsibility of the middle managers.

Combine autonomous, motivated and empowered teams
with dedicated IT solutions to help them coordinate inter-
team and inter-unit dependencies, and suddenly there is
quite little need for any middle managers. This combina-
tion, in my opinion, seems to be the secret behind most
examples of self-managing organizations I have researched
or read about—and most examples mentioned by Foss and
Klein (2022). Thus, the key to replacing middle managers
is deconstructing their role into a number of discrete func-
tions, and then finding alternative solutions to each of these
functions, through delegating some to the teams, through IT
solutions, and through various structures and practices. In
practice, instead of hierarchical organizations replacing and
getting rid of middle managers, this deconstruction more
typically takes place indirectly through an organization
growing, deciding to not instill any middle manager roles,
and instead trying to solve all the encountered problems with
alternative solutions. Through combining autonomous, self-
managing teams with structural solutions often involving IT,
such organizations like Reaktor or Buurtzorg have been able
to grow without encountering the necessity to instill new
managerial positions.

However, even the best teams sometimes run into trouble.
They might have serious interpersonal issues, they might
need to make an investment decision beyond their scope,
they might lack the expertise to make a certain larger deci-
sion. When the company is relatively small, and such situa-
tions relatively rare, the CEO can act as the spare supervisor,
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having a role as ‘the manager of exceptions.” However,
beyond a certain size, that model becomes unviable as the
“span of control” of top management increases beyond man-
ageable levels (Reitzig 2022, p. 6), leading to a situation
where the managers are constantly running around, putting
out fires here and there. At that point, many self-managing
organizations tend to adopt some sort of a coaching model.
Such coaches typically have no direct coercive power over
the teams but through their seniority and expertise, they can
help the teams resolve issues the teams are unable to resolve
by themselves. Although occupying a position in between
top management and frontline employees, such coaches are
not the same as middle managers, given that the teams do
not report to them and they have no formal supervisory posi-
tion or discretionary power over the teams.

Coming back to our question—are middle managers nec-
essary—my answer is thus that it is possible to build large
organizations without any middle managers, if the organi-
zation is able to find functioning substitutes for managers
through team empowerment, through ICT, and through other
structural solutions and practices. It is thus possible but not
easy, as the challenges and the necessary solutions tend to be
different in different industries. Furthermore, it is clear that
self-management is easier to implement in some context,
while other contexts represent challenges that are very hard
to solve without managerial positions. Thus, in addition to
asking whether having no middle managers is possible, we
need to ask, when is it possible.

From how to when: the boundary conditions
for self-managing organizations

Foss and Klein (2022, p. 15) argue that “decentralization
makes sense when its benefits outweigh the costs, as they
sometimes do—but not all the time.” I could not agree more.
And I see that there are situations where the benefits indeed
outweigh the costs, making lack of middle management
a competitive advantage in terms of decreased personnel
costs, increased motivation of frontline employees, increased
creativity, speed to market, or other proposed benefits (Mar-
tela 2019; Reitzig 2022). Thus, instead of the dichotomous
question “should organizations move to flatter designs”, the
more relevant question is “when, why, and how should they
do s0?” (Alexy 2022, p. 31). Accordingly, deciding under
what conditions lack of middle management is most prone
to lead to success requires identifying a few key boundary
conditions.

First, the lack of monitoring by a dedicated supervisor
means that the individuals and the teams need to be moti-
vated enough to want to accomplish their tasks even when
not actively controlled (Reitzig 2022). Relatedly, they
need to have the ability to successfully lead themselves



Journal of Organization Design (2023) 12:19-25

23

and accomplish their tasks independently. Thus, as already
noted, self-management is more prone to work in indus-
tries where the employees are both ‘willing and able’ to
accomplish their tasks independently, which often entails
that they are educated professionals.

Second, the degree of standardization and predictability
of work output could be another boundary condition. If
the output is very standardized and predictable, the pro-
cesses can more easily be optimized ‘from above’, making
a top-down approach more viable. If, on the other hand,
each product or customer interaction is different, requiring
tailor-made solutions in each case, empowering the front-
line employees to be more independent can have the com-
petitive advantage. This boundary condition is prone to be
coupled with the first one, as greater need for independ-
ent decision-making and idiosyncratic problem solving
by frontline employees tend to require that they are more
specialized experts, which tends also to make the job more
motivating. Also, as noted, automatization is increasingly
replacing the more standardized work, and thus an expand-
ing proportion of the workforce works in tasks requiring
independent decision-making in non-standard situations.

Third, it has been noted that self-management is easi-
est to implement in industries where interdependencies
between teams are low (Martela 2019). As also Foss and
Klein observe, “decentralized structures tend to be most
effective in particular circumstances, such as where groups
and tasks can be broken down into smaller independent
units” (Foss and Klein 2022, pp. 56-57). If one team work-
ing with a particular customer is able to operate without
having to coordinate their actions with other teams, having
a structure where each team functions as an independent
cell makes sense. In industries where interdependencies
are high—for example a manufacturing factory where
each unit is dependent on the input of other units—there
is much more need to build solutions that coordinate the
work between teams and units, and ensures that they have
the necessary information about each other’s situation.
Such coordination could be, at least in principle, solved
by ICT systems and other practices, but this requires much
more careful designing compared to an organization where
a need for such systems simply does not arise. Accord-
ingly, self-managing structures are more prone to emerge
in industries where the interdependencies are low.

Having identified these three boundary conditions, it is
worth noting that the examples cited above, Reaktor and
Buurtzorg, both exhibit conditions suitable for self-man-
agement on all three: the workforce is educated and highly
motivated, each customer case is different, requiring a tai-
lorized approach and independent decision-making, and the
interdependencies between teams are very low, thus making
the challenge of inter-team coordination almost non-existent.
Thus, their success can be partly explained by the fact that

they operate in industries where self-managing structures
are most prone to succeed.

Separating hierarchy and structure: the boss
as an organizational designer

I have thus come to argue that hierarchical levels between
top management and frontline employees can under certain
conditions be eliminated, while keeping the organization as
functional or even more functional than before. It is impor-
tant to emphasize what I am not saying: I am not saying that
a large organization can function without any structure. To
understand this, it is crucial to make a distinction between
hierarchy and structure. Hierarchy is about the concentration
of power, status, and privilege, meaning that a small subset
of the organizational members have much power over what
the organization does and through chains of command can
decide what the other organizational members should be
doing (following a centralization approach to hierarchy, see
Bunderson et al. 2016). Structure is about how formalized
various roles, relationships, ways of working, and rules are
within the company.

While classic Weberian bureaucracy is characterized
by both—high levels of structure and high levels of hier-
archy—the two can come to be disentangled from each
other. Examining them separately, we have a 2 X 2 matrix
(Fig. 1), where one corner is occupied by traditional
bureaucracies. The opposite corner is characterized by low
structure and low hierarchy. This we could call anarchy,
where nobody is above anybody else, and no rules or struc-
tures chain the individuals from acting as they wish. While
this offers high levels of autonomy and freedom, as an
organizing principle it fails, when the project requires the
coordination of larger groups of people. Five highly moti-
vated people might still accomplish something together
without much structure but when we talk about a hundred
or a thousand people—as in larger organizations—anarchy
doesn’t allow the level of coordination required to enable

High Self- Bureaucracy
management
Structure
Low Anarchy Autocracy
Low High
Hierarchy

Fig. 1 A 2 X 2 matrix of hierarchy and structure
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people to accomplish something together. Even Burning
Man, a festival renowned for anarchistic free-spiritedness
and radical self-expression, had to adopt more stricter
structures as it grew, to the degree of nowadays having
a strict central planning where the individual camps can
express themselves freely—as long as they stay in their
own allotted lots, and follow the rules.

Bureaucracy and anarchy, however, are not the only
options. Organizations characterized by high levels of
hierarchy but low levels of structure could be called autoc-
racies. Such organizations—think medieval chiefdoms,
modern autocratic states, or mafia organizations—have
often strict and unyielding hierarchies. However, no rules
constrain those at the top from doing what they want with
their subordinates or with the organizational assets, mak-
ing the organizations oppressive and corrupt. One of the
key success factors of bureaucracy, according to Weber
(1946, 1978), was exactly that in bureaucracies even those
at the top were bound by certain rules.

The fourth option, low hierarchy but high levels of
structure, is where we find self-managing organizations.
While they have radically decentralized power, this does
not mean that they would lack structure. Wikipedia, while
being highly non-hierarchical, still has very clear “struc-
ture and processes that govern its operation”, as Foss and
Klein (2022, p. 35) observe. In an empirical investiga-
tion of Wikipedia’s norm network, Heaberlin and DeDeo
(2016, p. 1) conclude that “most important norms and
rules of how Wikipedia functions were established” at
early stages of its existence, and “its normative evolution
is highly conservative. The earliest users create norms that
both dominate the network and persist over time. These
core norms govern both content and interpersonal inter-
actions.” Wikipedia is thus an example of an organiza-
tion that was able to invent a set of structures that proved
highly successful in its own area, encyclopedia generation,
thus outcompeting other prominent players with more tra-
ditional structures. Different self-managing organizations
all have low levels of hierarchy, but they can have looser
or stricter structures. In some cases having too strict struc-
tures can even be the reason that a self-managing organi-
zation fails. Holacracy is a non-hierarchical management
system involving employee ‘circles’ with highly structured
meetings making the decisions. When shoemaker Zappos
incorporated holacracy, it was the largest organization who
had ever done so—and the experiment did not go as well
as they wanted. “Holacracy made Zappos overly bureau-
cratic”, because of excessive meetings, Foss and Klein
(2022, p. 87) argue. I agree but want to point out that it
might not have been the lack of hierarchy as such that was
the problem but rather the too structured and formalized
management model sucking too much time and effort from
other activities and from the ability to get things done.
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Conclusion

To conclude, in any organization, there are going to be
things that need to be taken care of. This can be accom-
plished through certain individuals being responsible (and
fulfilling their responsibility) for them, or alternatively one
has to have certain structures, practices, or ICT systems
that take care of these things. For example, coordination
can be a responsibility of a certain manager, or then one
has to create “systems and structures that enable coordi-
nation” (Foss and Klein 2022, p. 110). If the organization
decides to go on the alternative path, seeking non-mana-
gerial solutions to many of these tasks and functions, this
typically means that a significant role and responsibility
for the top management becomes the task of organiza-
tional design. Somebody has to monitor the wholeness,
examining what functions and what does not function in
the organization—and somebody has to take the respon-
sibility of finding the novel solutions to those tasks that
currently are not properly taken care of by the organiza-
tion. This requires holistic overall understanding of the
organization, and thus most naturally befalls the top man-
agement. Instead of replacing the top management, the
self-managing organizations thus partly transform their
role: one of their main task becomes that of organizational
design. Indeed, a few CEOs of such organizations I have
spoken to have personally seen one of their main roles as
that of a designer. And given that when the organization
grows, or when something in the business environment or
within the organization changes, new challenges requiring
new solutions constantly arise. The designing task is thus
never completed.

Accordingly, I see that the emergence of new forms of
organizing will not make the role of top managers obso-
lete. The fate of middle management will be more depend-
ent on circumstances: under certain circumstances, the
whole middle management might disappear or the num-
ber of hierarchical layers might significantly diminish. But
larger organizations will need top managers also in the
future—at least in the role of organizational designers,
aiming to identify the structural solutions best serving
both the customers, the employees, and the business.
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