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CHAPTER 1
In Praise Of Hierarchy?

THE PREVAILING POPULAR VIEW:
“We have a flat, nonhierarchical

organization.”

TOUGH LOVE REALITY: Impossible.
Any endeavor of scale requires a

hierarchy; we're stuck with it.

The “Nonhierarchical” lllusion

n the 1990s, I had just joined one of the premier consulting firms in
the world. As I entered this new and imposing organization, I had
my antennae up to pick out common expressions in conversations
with fellow consultants, because I have found that repeated expressions
are good indicators of the real culture within any organization. I kept
hearing a recurring theme: “We are nonhierarchical” This statement
was made by several people, at all levels, and often. It was clear that by
describing themselves as nonhierarchical, the members of this firm were
laying down a marker, stating that their firm had a special quality. When
I asked my fellow consultants how this quality manifested itself, I heard
consistent responses that, within the firm, everyone’s voice was heard
with equal respect. In every internal meeting, input from any member
was considered seriously.
Initially, my reaction to this supposed organizational quality was very
positive. One of the underlying reasons given for this unique characteristic
was that the firm engaged in a rigorous hiring process; many applied,

but few were accepted. The talent was reputedly the best in the world.
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Therefore, with such a distribution of outstanding talent, it made good
sense that this firm would be a “band of brothers and sisters” where input
and insights would be welcomed from all participants. Since the firm had
demonstrated its wisdom by hiring mze, how could I challenge such an
admirable cultural attribute?

There was only one problem: This assertion of nonhierarchical
functioning simply wasn’t true in the real workings of the firm. First of
all, the firm had a well-defined organizational structure, with ranks based
on skills, experience, pay, and, above all, decision-making authority. It
was nothing different from any other large firm. There was a clear career
progression, and the rewards at the top were very enticing. The pyramid
which one climbed to reach the top was also extremely steep, and the
pyramid’s slippery surface was lubricated by a ruthless up-or-out policy.
Opverall, it was an outstanding firm, but it was still a hierarchy.

As I engaged in my work with this firm, I began to observe the real
organizational behaviors in meetings, especially in internal meetings that
claimed to be nonhierarchical. As I observed team members reacting
to input from colleagues, I saw what I had been seeing all my life in
meetings (and at this point in my life I had already spent over twenty-
five years in meeting-rich environments): instant deference to those in
a position of greater authority. At the beginning of meetings, attendees
introduced themselves, and each participant would then quietly gauge
how important (within the firm) this or that participant was. Not
surprisingly, the credence given to a participant’s input was directly
proportional to that participant’s standing within the organization.
Senior partners expected and received deference to whatever they said.
The only exception I observed was when one partner formed a special
group to focus on one important strategic theme. He made a genuine
effort to solicit input from various sources, and he established a much
more egalitarian approach. His experiment lasted less than two years, and
then his group disbanded.

In my years with this firm, even though many aspects were outstanding,

I began to grow weary of hearing the “We are nonhierarchical” mantra
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because I felt the statement was delusional. One day in utter frustration,
after hearing that mantra once again, I shot back to that colleague, “No,
this firm is more hierarchical than the United States Army!”

I was greeted with looks of horror. “Of course, you're joking?”

“No,” I replied. “In the US Army, the hierarchy is obvious and
accepted. It exists to clarify authority to make decisions. Hierarchy and
input from below are not automatically mutually exclusive, and good
leaders know that. In this firm, things are clearly just as hierarchical, but
everyone runs around pretending it’s not, and the flow up and down is

simply not as healthy”
Human Beings: Wired For Status

While it may have been admirable for the firm to aspire to create a
culture of less hierarchy, robotically stating the firm was nonhierarchical
did not make it so. And I will now introduce the harsh reality about
hierarchy: as much as we may claim to dislike it, hierarchy is inevitable if
we want to operate at any significant scale.

We complain about hierarchy like we grouse about the weather;
despite our constant complaints, it is always with us. And, ironically, we
humans seem to adhere to hierarchy fairly well. Neuroscience studies

suggest that we are alert to differences

in status from a very ecarly age?

We can even test this on ourselves; how The harsh reality about
many bosses do we remember vividly, hierarchy: as much as
versus subordinates, with the same we may claim to dislike
level of clarity? Evidence indicates that it, hierarchy is inevitable
we have a natural inclination to orient if we want to operate at
upward, toward the person with the any significant scale.

higher status.
Any organization that believes
it can eliminate hierarchy is delusional. Hierarchy is the outgrowth of

life’s supply and demand. Our resources will always be limited because we

* Cialdini, Robert B. Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion. New York: Collins, 2007. See chapter 6 on Authority, pp. 206-
236.
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have a natural inclination to want more of almost everything. Especially
with material things, there seems to be no limit to what we can aspire
to consume. Since we do not live in an Eden of perfect abundance, we
constantly have to decide how to divide limited resources (including the
most vexing of resources, time). Therefore, decision-making authority
will be structured within all groups, from small family units to large
organizations. It is natural (and therefore inevitable) that members of
any group will be keen to determine who possesses more decision-making
authority within the group, and it is inevitable that people will devote

more attention more often to those who possess that authority.

History’s First Consultant: Jethro The Wise

Operating with complexity and increased scale reinforces the need
for hierarchy, thus reinforcing our natural inclination to fixate on where
someone fits within an organization. The inevitable nature of hierarchy
was demonstrated more than 3,000 years ago in the account of the
Jewish migration from Egypt to the promised land in the biblical book
of Exodus, 18:13-27.

Moses and the Israelites had just entered Sinai, and Jethro (who was
not an Israelite) came out of the mountains to visit his son-in-law, Moses.
After exchanging pleasantries with Moses, Jethro observed how Moses
was leading the Israelites. It was chaos.

Anyone could come directly to Moses with an appeal or question.
Moses was consumed all day, every day, with these interactions.

The account states that Jethro said to Moses, “What you are doing is
not good. You will surely wear out.” Jethro then advised Moses to carefully
select men of ability and the best character, and to establish a structure
whereby small groups of ten Israelites would be led by a designated leader
from this pool; these units would combine to form larger groups, led
by other selected leaders, and this structure would build to encompass
the entire body of Israclites. Only the most important issues would then
be brought to Moses, at the top. Jethro said, “Then you will be able to
endure. [ These leaders] will bear the burden with you.”
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I love reading ancient accounts of human endeavors because I sense
that our basic nature and many of the problems we face have not changed
fundamentally over time. Jethro’s advice was timeless and wonderfully
wise: you can’t manage everything; select people of ability and good
character to deal with most of the issues; reserve the most important
issues for your decision-making. Moses accepted his father-in-law’s
advice, and it worked. (Unfortunately for the future of consulting, there

is no account of Jethro charging any fee for his advice.)

Relationships Versus Hierarchy: Dunbar’s Number

But wait: Wasn’t Jethro just an evil consultant who offered a bad
solution? And, by the way, what was his fee? Wasn’t he removing Moses
from direct contact with his people?

No. Jethro was giving outstanding advice because we humans are
limited in the number of relationships we can manage. Moses was simply
incapable of managing every concern of every member of a large group, a
constraint shared by all of us. The British anthropologist and psychologist,
Professor Robin Dunbar, has developed a theory regarding the limit of the
relationships we can manage by looking at primates and the size of their
groups. By comparing the ratio of the volume of the brain’s neocortex to
the volume of the total brain, Dunbar uncovered a relationship between
this ratio and the size (number of members) of the primate group. In
the 1990s, Dunbar projected this ratio for the primate with the biggest
neocortex of all, humans. The result was Dunbar’s Number: the size of the
social group one human can manage, which limits the number of people
with whom any of us can have a direct relationship, while also knowing
how these relationships interact. The actual number is a range between
100 and 200. Dunbar’s Number is often expressed as the average, 150.?

This concept has been tested by examining hunter-gatherer societies,
the least-developed and long-standing structures of human association

(since current evidence suggests we have operated as hunter-gatherers for

3 Konnikova, Maria. “The Limits of Friendship.” The New Yorker, October 7, 2014. https://www.newyorker.com/science/
maria-konnikova/social-media-affect-math-dunbar-number-friendships. Accessed May 27, 2019.
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more than 200,000 years). As best we can gauge, the average number of
members of these societies is around 150.

When I first learned of Dunbar’s Number in the late 2000s, I was
drawn to it immediately from my experience in the military. The funda-
mental unit in the land forces in armies today is the company, which is
100 to 150 soldiers. In any cohesive army structure throughout history,
from the ancient Romans to the Mongols of Genghis Khan, this number
has been maintained. This basic unit is commanded today in the United
States by a captain; in ancient Rome, the unit was called a century, com-
manded by a centurion. Nearly all large military organizations have been
built upon this basic unit.

Dunbar’s Number immediately resonated with me because I had
commanded both a company and alarger unitin the US Army (male-only
in those days). When I commanded my company, roughly 100 soldiers, I
knew every man. I knew his name, home state, and marital status. I knew
where each soldier fit into the hierarchy. I also knew the basics of who
was getting along with whom; the interaction of the relationships. Years
later, when I commanded a tank battalion (composed of five companies),
I tried to memorize the same information about each of my soldiers, as
had done when I commanded a company. The task proved impossible. I
now commanded more than 550 soldiers, and my brain could not handle
the data for a group that large. Much to my dismay, I could not maintain
the same degree of relationships with all my soldiers as I had with the
smaller company years before. That was the job of my subordinates, the
company commanders.

The wise Jethro had anticipated Dunbar’s Number three thousand
years earlier. Relationships with our fellow humans can be wonderful,
but we are limited by the mismatch between our brains and the size
and complexity of our groups. Beyond a point, we cannot be all things
to all people. To manage large groups—numbers of people beyond
our capability for close relationships—we need structure. And with
organizational structure comes distance between people and a heavy dose

of standards, rules, and conformity. Is this structure more sterile and less
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intimate than the smaller group? Yes. This is a hard fact of our existence.
It cannot be wished away.

The limitations of our relationships described by Dunbar’s Number
have, of course, been challenged, particularly in light of the digital
revolution. In trying to keep up with the current research, however, I
conclude that the number of digital “friends” one tries to maintain (with
a genuine, not superficial, relationship) still falls within the limits of our
brains. Hierarchy takes us beyond our basic relationships; if we are to
operate in groups larger than our hunter-gatherer ancestors, we must
embrace hierarchy, despite how much we may claim to dislike it.

This distinction (between the smaller group with deeper relationships
and the larger organization with more remote relationships) has a
tremendous impact on the nature of leadership in large organizations.
Pure leadership, the leadership of close relationships, remains limited in
scale. Close relationships between the leader and followers (immediate
subordinates and staff)) will exist at each level of the hierarchy, but they
will not scale up to larger numbers. We must acknowledge and accept
these limitations, because we can only accomplish large-scale goals

through large, imperfect, and impersonal organizations.
gh larg p g

Why We Need Hierarchy: The Failure Of Small Groups

We humans have always had a love-hate relationship with hierarchy,
with the needle swinging back and forth. Our penchant for status leads
us to work within a hierarchy, but we also shudder from hierarchy’s
control and impersonal nature. Our popular culture provides countless
stories of how more democratic, egalitarian, and nonhierarchical rebels
triumph over the evil forces of centralization and hierarchy. Star Wars
is the most famous of this genre, and yet even that saga requires the
constant reemergence of evil centralization to generate more villains
(and more sequels).

Despite these emotionally satistying popular stories, throughout
history, hierarchy and its twin, greater centralization, have often
overcome decentralized adversaries, especially when direct force was

employed, irrespective of the virtue of one side or the other. In the United
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States, most of our inhabitants today are descended, at least in part, from
Europeans who arrived or invaded, depending on one’s point of view. The
land was already inhabited by people known today as American Indians,
and these people were eliminated or pushed aside, first by disease, then
by war, and finally by legal maneuvering. But while disease was the
most devastating and one-sided factor (since indigenous peoples lacked
resistance to European contagions), encounters in war were far less one-
sided. From the first martial encounters, Europeans remarked on the
bravery and endurance of the American Indian warriors they fought.

But these admirable qualities also pointed to a fatal flaw: the Ameri-
can Indians could seldom organize to achieve the scale needed to prevail
in war against the invaders. In Texas, the Comanches were feared for their
individual prowess and brutality in war; as one settler in an Old West sto-
ry observed, if there had been 10,000 Comanches, they could have taken
Washington, DC.* Such an event, of course, never came close to fruition.
The Comanches could never coalesce into large fighting units.

Regarding the naming of the indigenous peoples of the Americas,
there is still a lot of confusion and debate. I have used the term “American
Indians” for two reasons: first, every person of American Indian descent
that I have known would refer to him- or herself as a specific tribe
first, and then use the term “American Indian” more generally. Surveys
also indicate that this is the preferred term. Second, the United States
Government uses the term “American Indian” in official titles, such as
the National Museum of the American Indian. Irrespective of names
changing over time, I have great respect for the original people who came
to the Americas millennia ago.

Throughout the early history of the United States, American
Indian tribes remained scattered and small, and they fought each other
with equal vigor, often allying with European settlers to destroy rival
tribes. In most encounters with settlers, the American Indian warriors

displayed limited or no hierarchy. It was often difficult for the invading

#Foreman, Jonathan. “How Comanche Indians Butchered Babies and Roasted Enemies Alive” Daily Mail Online. Associated
Newspapers, August 23, 2013. https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2396760/How-Comanche-Indians-butchered-
babies-roasted-enemies-alive.heml.
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settlers to determine who was “in charge” as they dealt with their
American Indian adversaries (which is also why the signing of treaties
was frequently a farce).

One exception to this rule was the battle of the Little Bighorn, where
the largest American Indian force, roughly 10,000 warriors, assembled,
much to the chagrin of George Armstrong Custer and his soldiers. Custer
is criticized in hindsight for splitting up his forces at the Little Bighorn,
but this tactic had always worked for him before that fatal day, since the
American Indians had never managed to put together such a large force
before, nor would they ever again.

European settlers sweeping across North America were part of alarger
European advance all over the globe, beginning in the late 1400s. The
striking success of this advance is often attributed to superior technology,
and that certainly was a key factor, but Europeans’ organizational ability
to operate at a superior scale was also decisive. Even the European
advantage of superior technology diminished over time, especially in
terms of weaponry. American Indian tribes adapted to muskets and rifles
quickly, and the Plains tribes superbly adapted to the horse (which had
been introduced to North America by the Spanish during the 1500s).
American Indians seldom lacked bravery or skill in war, but they almost
always lacked organizational scale. Ironically (and tragically), the
American Indians needed more chiefs.

The failure of humans to organize in the face of disaster is not unique
to any group, society, or culture. In the heart of Europe, the nation of
Poland disappeared for over 100 years, primarily because its aristocracy
would not unify and accept central decision-making to defend itself.
From the late 1600s on, the Polish parliament (which was the gathering
of the nobility, called the Sejm, often translated as the “Diet”) became
increasingly ineffective at governing, since any single member could veto
any measure. The result was the lack of any capable central government.
Throughout its history, Poland has never lacked rapacious neighbors;
during the 1700s, Russia would play Polish nobles against each other and

against whatever central government was trying to emerge in Poland,
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resulting in increasing paralysis and weakness in Poland. The final result
was a complete dismemberment of Poland in 1795, with the territories
of the former nation divided among Russia, Prussia, and Austria. The
romantic appeal of Polish independence would arise frequently for the
next 113 years, only to be brutally suppressed.

The harsh reality is that if we want to operate, or even survive, on a
large scale, we must accept the trade-offs necessary to centralize, and that
means we must grudgingly embrace hierarchy. We must sacrifice some
individual autonomy, and we must accept weaker personal relationships

to achieve anything in scale.

The Dark Side Of Hierarchy

Hierarchies will exist wherever two or more humans work together,
even if this means a fluid trade-off in decision-making between partners—
the most enduring example being the interaction between parents in the
raising (and leading) of children. When we operate in smaller groups,
where each person can establish a relationship with others, (operating
within Dunbar’s Number), we often have formal relationships overlaid
upon informal relationships, a dual-track system for getting things done.
When these two tracks reinforce each other, it is a joy to work within
the group. When conflict or contradiction emerges between these two
tracks, the small group becomes dysfunctional.

But when we organize in numbers beyond Dunbar’s Number (and
we must if we are to achieve anything of scale), hierarchy and its formal
structure become more important and frequently override informal
relationships. Close relationships still exist, but they are confined to the
smaller groups within the larger structure. When organizational scale
increases, people really do become numbers. The development of hierarchy to
manage at scale is not inherently evil, since it is merely an acknowledgment
of the limitations of our abilities to manage close relationships on a large
scale. But operating at a scale beyond personal relationships can certainly
lead to disastrous consequences on a large scale, especially when leaders in
high positions lack direction, capability, and, most importantly, character

(the three key elements of leadership, to be discussed in detail in chapter 4).
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One of the dark accompaniments of hierarchy is effective coercion.
The use of force can be observed in any human organization irrespective
of size, but large-scale hierarchy can exhibit coercion on steroids since
centralization can effectively amplify force. Numerous experiments have
shown that we treat each other better when we have some sort of mutual
relationship with the other party; when the other party is just a number
or considered to be different from us, we tend to behave more harshly
toward him or her. For example, even in experiments where solely
artificial differences are created between groups, we treat members of
the “other” group worse than we treat members of our own group.’
Throughout our 5,000 years of recorded history, there has been a direct
link between the size of the state and its ability to monopolize, enhance,
and employ force, both on its outside adversaries and on its own citizens.
As the quotation attributed to Josef Stalin, who certainly delighted in
using force on a massive scale, illustrates, “A single death is a tragedy; a
million deaths is a statistic.”

If the reader of this book lives in the West, he or she enjoys the
rare condition in which the use or threat of physical force by the state
(or by any large organization) is significantly constrained, by both laws
and culture. But I also use the word “coercion” to mean compulsion
other than by physical force. Compulsion is any action taken by the
organization to enforce compliance employing any tool beyond
persuasion. This leads to the second harsh reality about hierarchy:
All hierarchies contain within themselves some potential degree of
coercion. As Yale Law Professor Stephen L. Carter has observed to his
incoming law students, “...every time we enact a new law, we create the
possibility that violent means will be required to transform the new law’s
command into reality.” The laws and societal norms that restrict the use
of force within our societies in the West are precious, fragile, and very
rare in the course of human endeavor. But while the use of force within

hierarchies is constrained in our societies, it is certainly not absent.

> Whitbourne, Susan Krauss. “In-Groups, Out-Groups, and the Psychology of Crowds.” Psychology Today. Sussex Publishers,
December 10, 2010. hteps://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/fulfillment-any-age/201012/in-groups-out-groups-and-
the-psychology-crowds.

¢ Carter, Stephen L. Civility: Manners, Morals, and the Etiquette of Democracy. New York: Harper Perennial, 1999.
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“You're fired!” is an act of coercion in an organization, because it states
that the organization no longer will tolerate the person’s membership
within the organization; that person has no input in the decision and
often has no chance to appeal. Therefore, some form of coercion will
always be present in any hierarchy, from the authority to assign work
to the power of performance reviews, to (finally) the termination of
the work relationship. The effective leader knows which potentially
coercive tools he or she can use and when to use them, because the
answer to the desperate cry, “Why can’t we all just get along?” is that,
regrettably, we simply cannot. Authority conveys organizational power
to the leader, and it will always be a vital tool.

Can this tool of authority be abused? Certainly. It is abused all the
time. With centralization, the easy default for leaders at the top is to rely
on concentrated authority and force, and that has been the pattern for
most of our history. But we in the West live in a very fortunate era when
the use of coercive power is limited. Our incredible abundance (unprec-
edented in human history) and free-market economy mean that most
people are not driven to utter desperation with a bad turn of events, such
as being fired. In the West, we may fear “You're fired,” but in many other
parts of the world, the command “Fire!” is employed instead, with far

more lethal consequences.

Leaders and Hierarchy: Final Thoughts

Being “nonhierarchical” is a myth. Not only will some degree of
structure for decision-making always exist in any endeavor, but the struc-
ture itself also communicates the primary message about who is a leader,
and therefore, who possesses authority over others.

When an organization designates us as a leader, we should not
deceive ourselves about whether we would be the “natural” choice
of the followers. That consideration is a waste of time because the
overwhelming number of leadership roles we will occupy will be
assigned by an organization or a societal event (for example, becoming
a parent). What matters is that we have been given the responsibility

to lead. Now we need to consider how to be effective in that role, and
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how to overcome the inevitable friction that exists among autonomous

people, by earning the trust of those we lead.
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