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The ongoing struggle of building effective organisations

Many organisational analyses in mid-size and large organisations result in some of the
following findings:

e Too many layers in the organisation. A significant number of leaders have less than 5
direct reports.

e Leadtime to impact for organisation-wide initiatives is too long. Change does not take
place with desired speed and often they never really reach the front line employees in the
company.

e Lackof line of sight between the overall business strategy and the specific business
objectives for different units and individuals.

e Too many decisions ending up attoo high a level in the organisation. Powers reserved are
not distributed in accordance with the business model.

These issues are frequently addressed by expensive restructuring or delayering exercises.
These kinds of interventions certainly have their merits and a number of consultancy
companies have with success specialised in supporting organisations in this process.
Nevertheless, it seems that only a couple of years after such interventions many
organisations are back where they began.
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The question we forget to ask

The fundamental reason for not achieving the desired long term results is that we forget to ask
the key question: “Why did the organisation look the way it did in the first place?”

One answer will go across any organisation: “Because leaders at different levels of the
organisation collectively accepted the situation and found meaning with things as there were”.

Appreciating this answer from the beginning encourages any restructuring and/or delayering
exercise to be accompanied with an integrated approach towards leadership development.
Creating sustainable organisational excellence does not call only for a two months
consultancy intervention. It calls for a mobilisation of all leaders at every level of the
organisation.

As Peter Senge puts it in “The Dance of Change”:

“Itis not enough to change strategies, structures, and systems, unless the thinking that
produced those strategies, structures, and systems, also changes.”

We need to create a situation in which leaders at every leadership level truly appreciate their
role as leaders within the organisation and where each leader experiences that they are
rewarded and promoted based on their leadership achievements rather than just their
functional capabilities.

Coping with the player-coach challenge

Many coaches within football, cricket, basketball etc. has been professional players
themselves. Often, when they become coaches for a team they continue to play themselves
on the team. Some twenty years ago this was more the rule than the exception. Itis, however,
quite obvious that this is not an optimal solution. The coach will not be able to maintain the
overview of the game by being in the field. Being a successful coach requires a coach mindset
whereas being successful in the field requires a field mind-set. You do not easily swap
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between these two mind-sets minute by minute. If a certain player is not qualified the role of
the coach is to support the player in becoming qualified or recruit a replacement. It is not to
step into the field and play themselves.

The same goes for business. Many leaders were selected for their first leadership role based
on being high performing individual contributors. These leaders are thus inclined to continue
the activities that made them successful in the past; or they may overpower their new direct
reports with their own expertise — either because they enjoy the work or because they are
dissatisfied with how their less experienced direct reports handle various assignments.

The intangible consequences are the same as outlined in the sports example. A more tangible
resultis that these leaders will tend to have fewer direct reports — often only 2-4 direct reports
— compared to leaders that truly appreciate their leadership role. The consequence is severe.
In an organisation with 10,000 people you will find 4 layers of leaders between the CEQ and
the individual contributors if the number of direct reports to each leader is 8. If the number of
direct reports to each leader in the same organisation was only 4 then the number of layers
between the CEO and the individual contributors would be 6.

In order to create a lean organisation we need to support leaders in making the difficult
transition in mindset from being individual contributors to truly becoming leaders. We need to
support leaders in valuing their leadership role. If we can support leaders in an organisation to
fully transition into their leadership role with regards to how they spend their time and what
they value doing then we have created the base line for a sustainable lean organisation.

Leadership is not justleadership

A frequently asked question during people sessions and organisational reviews is: “Is he/she a
good leader?” There is a subtle fallacy build into that question. The question itself assumes
that leadership is just leadership. However, organisations are made up by a number of distinct
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leadership levels. Accordingly, the first thing to do is to acknowledge that leadership is not just
leadership. Leaders at different levels of the organisation play different roles.

Recognising the distinctiveness in each of the leadership roles is a key initiative in designing
an effective organisation. By clearly defining the different leadership roles you create
transparency about what is expected of leaders in the organisation and you support the
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