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INTERACTIVE SESSION: MANAGEMENT

Can Technology Replace Managers?

Start-up companies are known for being innovative,
and one of those innovations appears to be the way
they are being managed. A number of these new
firms are trying to minimize headcount and maxi-
mize agility by eliminating management hierarchy.
In place of managers, they're turning to technol-
ogy, including user-friendly software and low-cost
web-based services such as Amazon.com’s Redshift
for storing corporate data, analyzing the data, and
presenting the results in the form of dashboards
that anyone in the firm can use. In the past such
data were difficult to obtain, required more senior
managers to organize and interpret, or could not be
analyzed without expensive business intelligence
~ systems costing millions of dollars. Today even small
-ups can afford to store and manipulate nearly
ss pools of data in near real time.
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Although Zappos CEO Tony Hsieh CO.ntll’lues to
trumpet self- management, it is unclear if employees
widely share his enthusiasm. Some employees wel-
comed the opportunity for more independence. With
experience and expertise downplayed, less senif)r
employees with fresh ideas receive more attention.
Introverts have benefited from the expectation that
everybody speak in meetings. Other employees were
confused and frustrated by numerous mandates,
endless meetings, and uncertainty about who did
what. To whom would they report to if there were
no bosses? What was expected of them if they did
not have a job title, and how would they be compen-
sated? Within weeks after Zappos embraced holoc-
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Questions about which subjects to teach would
spark much analysis and chatter but resulted in
few answers or plans. Michael Watson, who headed
Treehouse finance and operations, estimated that
decisions about matters such as Treehouse’s website
design took twice as long as they should have.

Treehouse partially reversed course in the spring
of 2015. Employees still work four-day weeks, but
they now have managers. Since that change was
made, revenue has increased along with the number
of minutes of video courses the company produces.
The time required for customer support employ-
ees to respond to students who have questions
has dropped to three and a half hours from seven

CASE STUDY QUESTIONS

1. How do flat organizations differ from traditional
bureaucratic hierarchies?

2. How has information technology made it possible
to eliminate middle manager positions?

3. What management, organization, and technology
issues would you consider if you wanted to move

hours. With roles now clearly defined and managers
tracking assignments, e-mail is actually enhancing
productivity.

According to Quy Huy, professor of strategy at the
Singapore campus of the prestigious graduate busi-
ness school Insead, middle managers are often vili-
fied as symptoms of corporate bloat, but things fall
apart without them.

Sources: David Gelles, “The Zappos Exodus Continues After a Radical
Management Experiment,” New York Times, January 13, 2016; Bour-
ree Lam, “Why Are So Many Zappos Employees Leaving?” The Atlan-
tic, January 15, 2016; Christopher Mims, “Data Is the New Middle
Manager,” Wall Street Journal, April 19, 2015; and Rachel Feintzeig,
“Radical Idea at the Office: Middle Managers,” Wall Street Journal,
April 18, 2015,

from a traditional bureaucracy to a flatter
organization?

4. Can technology replace managers? Explain your
answer.




