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Introduction
Hierarchy — the oldest and most controlling attrib-
ute of large human organizations — shouldn’t just
go on and on. But it does.

Almost every large human organization, past
and present, was and is hierarchical. Hierarchies
are, as they have been for centuries, “normal” and
prevalent everywhere. They pervade democracies,
theocracies, oligarchies, monarchies and autocra-
cies. They’re the standard in every type of institu-
tion, from judicial systems to universities to govern-
ments to businesses to trade unions. They even
occur in heaven, it’s said, in nine levels, from
seraphim and cherubim all the way up to
archangels and angels.

But in their human form, hierarchies certainly
aren’t angelic. These multi-level, pyramid-shaped
structures are authoritarian. They breed infantilizing
dependency that generates distrust, conflict, toad-
ying, territoriality, backstabbing, distorted commu-
nication and most of the other ailments that plague
every large organization.

Large human hierarchies push people around,
often unfairly and arbitrarily. They frustrate the sim-
ple application of human intelligence. They’re for-
ever throwing bureaucratic obstacles into the path
of good work.

Their vertical design violates the norms and
values of horizontal, egalitarian societies. They’re

slow and ponderous — or at least, they’re carica-
turized that way — and their tendency to distort
communications is notorious.

Are Hierarchies Inevitable?
Again and again, over the years, many of us have
wished, and some of us have believed, that a great
white knight would come galloping out of the smog
to slay the hierarchical dragon. In the wake of World
War II, for example, many people expected that the
flood of newly arriving knowledge workers would
sweep hierarchies away. Knowledge workers, after
all, added value with their brains, and while old au-
thoritarian methods might work on arms and legs,
you couldn’t push brains around. Wrong. Many
things changed but hierarchies remained.

Later, in the 1970s, some people felt that the
new information revolution would drive a stake into
the heart of the hierarchy. In the brave new IT
world, every employee could gain instant access to
all the information necessary to make informed de-
cisions. Ergo, information would no longer have to
flow tortuously up the hierarchy and decisions dis-
tortedly back down. Wrong again!

Now, in the era of cyberspace and nano-
speed, that theme is recurring. Given today’s
knowledge world — its cheap, boundaryless com-
munications, its interconnected organizations —
who needs hierarchies? Some writers seem con-
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vinced the Internet and the
Web have already killed hi-
erarchies.

Networks are seen as
the replacement. It’s worth
considering, however, what
unforeseen consequences
will arise from networks. As
North America’s great East-
ern seaboard blackout of
August 2003 made clear,
interdependencies among
a network of independent
entities don’t always pre-
vent bad things from hap-
pening. Networks are also subject to the vagaries of
their weakest links and most manipulative members.

Could it be, however, that we’ve been fighting the
wrong war? Could it be that organizational nirvana
doesn’t lie in battling hierarchies but rather in learning
to modify and tame them, and in helping people learn
how to work effectively and live meaningfully inside
them? Perhaps it’s time to stop trying to persuade
managers and other organizational employees to be-
have as though they aren’t occupants of authoritarian
hierarchies, when in fact that’s exactly where they live.

Why Hierarchies Persist
We put up with hierarchies for a variety of reasons:

• Hierarchies let us feed our families. We need our
jobs, and given that organizations are hierarchical, we
tolerate the pain to earn an income.

• Hierarchies meet our psychological needs. We
gripe about hierarchies but we try hard to get our-
selves accepted into them. That makes us co-conspir-
ators as we bid to go to university or be hired at Star-
bucks, BP, Honda or Citibank. We volunteer to work in
hierarchies, and so do many others. And after we get
in, we don’t try very hard to get out. We may move
from one hierarchy to another, but few of us opt to get
out of the system.

• Hierarchies provide ladders to climb. Hierar-
chies give us markers of upward progress. In hierar-
chies, clerks can climb to become department heads,
corporals to become sergeants, and parish priests to
become bishops. Hierarchies are major areas where we
play out our achievement needs.

• Hierarchies help us
to define ourselves. A job
in a hierarchy provides
something far more vital
than a chance to climb.
Like our families, communi-
ties and religions, our jobs
give us identity, a flag to fly.
Our positions in hierarchies
help establish our place in
the world — and each of us
requires a place.

• Big hierarchies grant
us the illusion of security.
Hierarchies provide the

welcome, albeit spurious, illusion that they’ll shelter
and protect us from the wild winds of the turbulent
world. Other organizational architectures might do the
same, but it’s hierarchies that are there and doing it.
That security blanket, of course, isn’t quite as secure
as it used to be. Nevertheless, a seemingly solid job in
a large organization is still a powerful way to reassure
ourselves that we’re safe — that we have our place to
go to each morning and that our paychecks will contin-
ue to arrive regularly, tomorrow and tomorrow.

• Hierarchies add structure to our lives. Jobs in
hierarchies make our lives orderly. They provide rou-
tines and regularity. They prevent anomie, making us
feel needed by others.

• Hierarchies evaluate us. They tell us how good
or bad we are and whether we’re getting better or
worse. These evaluations are often invalid and even
more often unjust. Nevertheless, we want to be evalu-
ated. While we do all sorts of things to avoid getting (or
giving) negative evaluations, we still have achievement
needs. It’s worth noting, in fact, that managers — from
supervisors to CEOs — are probably in the top decile
in such achievement needs. Organizational hierarchies,
furthermore, have no choice except to evaluate. A
pyramid becomes narrower as one approaches its top,
and that requires organizations to select and cull.

• Hierarchies fit our individual-oriented society. We
live not just in an achieving society but an individual-
centered achieving society. Hierarchies aren’t consistent
with individualism, nor with individuality. They demand
conformity and de-individualize their recruits. Yet hierar-
chical architecture is quite consistent with the cultural

Top Down  By Harold J. Leavitt 

www.execubooks.com 2

Looking for Convenient Ways
to Deliver Knowledge 
to Your Organization?

Make it easy with execuBooks 
corporate solutions!

Free trials and discounted rates.
Ask us how you can get started.

execuBooks
The Easy Read to Succeed

Toll-free: 1-866-888-1161  
E-mail: clientcare@execubooks.com



belief that it’s each individual’s duty to make his or her
own way — as long as he or she plays by the organiza-
tion’s rules. Hierarchies provide an ideal arena for indi-
vidual achievement even as they demand conformity.

Pragmatic Forces
We support hierarchies because they satisfy those psy-
chological needs and ameliorate many of our anxieties.
But two pragmatic, down-to-earth forces give birth to
hierarchies and keep reinvigorating them.

The first of these forces is efficiency. Hierarchies
remain the standard in large organizations because
they’re actually quite efficient, and competitive mana-
gerial types set much store by efficiency.

Secondly, the size and age of organizations tend to
drive towards hierarchy. Like young people — and
some old ones too — young organizations can be high-
ly flexible. They can operate without designated lead-
ers or with widely shared leadership. They can modify
themselves continually, as long as they (but not neces-
sarily their occupants) remain young and small.

But if these small setups do good work, they sur-
vive, and if they survive they’re almost certain to grow
— more customers, more employees, more spacious
facilities, more differentiated products and services.
And they must perforce grow older. Growth and age
are like a reverse magician. They turn egalitarian, silk-
purse organizations into big sow’s-ear hierarchies, and
they do so without so much as a by-your-leave from
the humans who inhabit them.

Over time, tighter controls sneak up on loose, open,
everybody-contributes-to-everything little groups. Spe-
cialized roles and regular
routines evolve, along with
differentiation of authority,
rank, rewards, status and
all the rest of hierarchy’s
standard accessories.

Growth drives organi-
zations towards hierarchy
because increased size is
likely to be accompanied
by increased complexity,
and hierarchies are excel-
lent mechanisms for cop-
ing with complexity. They
don’t control all complexity,

but they help keep the whole expanding collection of
people and tasks in a reasonably orderly state.

Accepting and Minimizing 
Authoritarianism
No matter how high or low you may sit on the hierarchi-
cal ladder and no matter your personal preference, au-
thority will surely be everywhere around you, and on
you too. You can’t rub off or wash away your authority.
You may prefer to work in non-authoritarian ways but
you can’t get all the way there from here. 

Your managerial authority will always be with you. It
will be the most salient fact of your managerial life.

To complicate matters even further, your authoritar-
ian hierarchy is embedded within a larger democratic
society, a society that actively espouses anti-authori-
tarian values. Since early childhood, your family,
school, church and community have imbued you with
non-authoritarian, egalitarian beliefs. Even today’s sen-
ior executives, after all, grew up with democratic val-
ues. It’s therefore in everybody’s interest to minimize
the top-down authoritarianism of hierarchies. Unfortu-
nately, neither hierarchical organizations nor their indi-
vidual managers can quite get rid of it. Everyone in the
organization knows it’s there.

Experienced managers, however, exercise authori-
ty sparingly, and when they do, the good ones use it in
the interest of the whole group and not in the interest
of their egos.

Veteran managers also know that their authority in-
variably distorts their relations with people down and
up the hierarchical ladder. These can never be relation-

ships between equals.
They’re always, to some
degree, power relation-
ships, and that means —
as with parent-child rela-
tionships — valid commu-
nication will be difficult. 

Wise managers cali-
brate their authority’s role
in these relationships and
compensate for the distor-
tions it creates. They devel-
op authoritative presence
— the ability to sense and
deal comfortably with their
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authoritarian surroundings, to correct for hierarchies’
asymmetries, and to make their way through hierar-
chies’ minefields.

Be aware of your authority, but also beware of it.
Don’t count on using very much of it to get work done,
not in today’s hierarchies. Managing now requires hori-
zontal as well as vertical influence and action. It requires
connectivity, persuasion and collaboration, inside and
outside the organization. Exercising direct authority —
pulling rank — in such mutually dependent settings can
be more than useless. It can be counterproductive.

What Kind of Leader Do You 
Want to Be?
There are leaders and there are leaders. There are loud
leaders and quiet ones. There are strong, take-charge
leaders and gently persuasive ones. There are Pattons
and Churchills and Stalins and Maos. And there are
also Mother Teresas and Nelson Mandelas and Václav
Havels and Martin Luther Kings. What sort of leader do
you want to be?

Here’s a suggestion. One kind of leader whom or-
ganizations and the world will surely need is the con-
nective leader. John Gardner, who founded Common
Cause, noted that within a more or less isolated organi-
zation, authority is a potent weapon — always there,
even if the leader chooses to use it with a light hand.
But in a tumultuous, swiftly changing environment, he
observed, “the hierarchical position of leaders within
their own system is of limited value, because some of
the most critically important tasks require lateral lead-
ership — boundary-crossing leadership — involving
groups over whom they have no control ... They must
do what they can to lead without authority.”

In modern hierarchical organizations, managers no
longer manage only their own shows. Instead, they
must tie into all kinds of horizontal and diagonal net-
works. Jean Lipman-Blumen points this out and goes a
step further in her book Connective Leadership: Man-
aging In A Changing World: “A new wind is blowing, a
wind that is changing the leadership climate around the
world ... It is a time marked by two contradictory
forces, interdependence and diversity pulling in oppo-
site directions.”

Connective leaders seek out common ground,
areas where collaborative relationships can pay off for
all concerned. They can be competitive when neces-

sary, but they don’t set out to beat others. They set out
to build, to succeed with the full understanding that
their success need not require others’ failure. They cut
across traditional boundaries, form alliances and spot
connections where others see only differences.

Conclusion
Big hierarchies are here to stay. So whether we’re high or
low on our hierarchical ladders, let’s behave like respon-
sible, civilized human beings. Top-down, hierarchical or-
ganizations may be inevitable but they needn’t be toxic. e
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