In Praise of Hierarchy
Elliott Jaques, 1990, Lecture, Week 4

Although managerial hierarchy is though of as killing initiative and creativity, the author argues that managerial hierarchy is the most efficient and in fact the most natural structure “ever devised” for large organisations. Properly structured, hierarchy can release energy and creativity, rationalise productivity and actually improve morale.
Problems of hierarchy:

· How to release and sustain thrust, initiative and entrepreneurship amongst the people who work in corporate hierarchies.

· Excessive layering

· Few manager seem to add real value to the work of their subordinates

· Hierarchies foster nastier human behaviour; greed, insensitivity, careerism and self importance

Advantage of hierarchy: 

· It is the only form of organisation that can enable a company to employ large numbers of people and yet preserve unambiguous accountability for the work they do.

Groups

According to Jaques, solutions that concentrate on groups fail to take into account the real nature of employment systems. People are not employed in groups, they are employed individually, and their employment contracts are individual, you can’t promote or fire a group. Authority is secondary, but accountability is vital. For example, if the manager of the group is held accountable for the outcomes, then in the final analysis, he will have to agree with group decisions or have the authority to block them, which means that the group never really had decision-making power to begin with. If on the other hand groups are allowed to make decisions without their manager’s approval, then accountability will suffer, for if a group does badly, the group is never fired.
In the long run, therefore group authority without group accountability is dysfunctional, and group authority with group accountability is unacceptable.

For hierarchy to work properly is important to place emphasis on accountability for getting the work done.

The problem is not to find an alternative to hierarchy but to make it work efficiently. 

The tasks and mental work we carry out are not only more or less complex as they separate out into discrete categories or types of complexity.

Hierarchy has the opportunity to meet four of any organisation’s fundamental needs:

· to add value to work as it moves through the organisation,

· to identify and nail down accountability at each stage of the value adding process,

· to place people with the necessary competence at each organisational layer

· and build a general consensus and acceptance of the managerial structure that achieves these ends.

The level of responsibility in any organisational role can be objectively measured in terms of the target completion time of the longest task, project or program assigned to that role. The more distant the target completion date of the longest task or program, the heavier the weight of responsibility is felt to be.

According to Jaques’ experience, all types of managerial organisations in many different countries, people in roles at the same time span experience the same weight of responsibility and declare the same level of pay to be fair, regardless of their occupation or actual pay.
The boundaries between successive managerial layers occur at certain specific time-span increments, just as ice changes to water and water to steam at certain specific temperatures.

Example:

The longest task for manager A was more than five years, while for B, C, and D, the longest tasks fell between two and five years, Note also that according to the organisation chart, A is the designated manager of B, B of C, and C of D.
In reality the situation was quite different. Despite the managerial roles specified by the company, B, C, and D all described A as their ‘real’ boss. C complained that B was “far too close” and “breathing down my neck”. D had the same complaint about C. B and C also admitted to finding it very difficult to manage their immediate subordinates, C and D respectively, who seemed to do better if treated as colleagues and left alone.

Wherever managers and subordinates are in the same layer – separated only by pay grade – subordinates see the boss as breathing down their necks, and they identify their “real” boss as the next manager at a genuinely higher level of cognitive and task complexity.
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Part of the secret to making hierarchy work is to distinguish carefully between hierarchical layers and pay grades. The trouble is that companies need two to three times as many pay grades as they do working layers, and once they’ve established the pay grades, which are easy to describe and set up, they fail to take the next step and set up a different managerial hierarchy based on responsibility rather than salary. The result is too many layers. It is this kind of overlayering that produces the typical symptoms of bureaucracy in its worst form – too much passing problems up and down the system, bypassing, poor task setting, etc.
Why do people perceive a sudden leap in status from say four-and-a-half years to five and from nine to ten (see figures)?

Jaques find that the change in task complexity and responsibility time span occurs in leaps or jumps. In other words, the most difficult tasks found within any given layer are all characterised by the same type or category of complexity, just as water remains the same liquid state from 0° to 100° Celsius, even though it ranges from very cold to very hot. (A few degrees cooler or hotter and water changes in state, to ice or steam)

Jaques argues that effective value-adding managerial leadership of subordinates can only come from an individual one category higher in problem complexity. It is this suddenly increased level of necessary mental capacity, experience, knowledge, and mental stamina that allows managers to add value to the work of the subordinates. It is this sudden change in the quality, not just the quantity, of managerial work that subordinates accept as a natural and appropriate break in the continuum of hierarchy. It is why they accept the boss’s authority and just the boss’s power.
Managerial hierarchy is the only effective organisational form for deploying people and tasks at complementary levels, where people can do the tasks assigned to them, where the people in any given layer can add value to the work of those in the layer below them. Trying to raise efficiency and moral without first setting this structure to rights is like trying to lay bricks without mortar.
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