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HOW DO WE MAKE WORK  
AWESOME AGAIN?
Self-management is essential to the new management 
mindset, as more and more people join in and adopt 
this inspiring approach. WorleyParsons, Morning Star 
and ABN AMRO are just a few of the organizations that 
have experienced the power of small, self-managing 
teams (or, self-organizing teams as it’s called in some 
countries). They have chosen to be agile and place 
their future in the hands of their employees, to a large 
extent. Because they have organized their teams 
around their customers, they can operate in a faster, 
more focused manner. And, it works!

Countless case studies and books about self-
management have been written. However, many 
organizations are still struggling with the question: 
how do we get started? We see more and more 
organizations encounter the same stumbling blocks.

In this e-book, we explain how you can start working 
with agile principles and successfully grow towards 
self-management. It starts with giving complete 
trust to employees. This will allow them to serve your 
clients quicker and better. How do strong, autonomous 
teams emerge? What does it take to stay in control 
without actually being in charge? How do you make 
this transformation within the management team? The 
information and advice in this e-book are intended to 
help you build a solid foundation so that your company 
becomes agile and work becomes awesome.

I definitely couldn’t have written this e-book without 
the help of my colleagues at the Semco Style Institute. 

Hope you enjoy reading it!

Koen de Boer
Semco Style Institute
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Why are so many companies  
opting into self-management 
and organizational democracy? 
There are five universal reasons 
for setting up a democratic  
organization:

1. Change or be changed
We live in a world characterized by aggressively fast developments. 
Uber, Tesla and WhatsApp are prime examples of the rapid rise of 
disruptive start-ups. We also need to realize robotization, artificial 
intelligence, solar energy and the internet are all exponential devel-
opments that are shaking up traditional business models and mar-
kets and may force us to adjust faster than we want to – or are capa-
ble of. By definition, exponential developments cannot be controlled. 
If that negatively affects you, you are already behind the curve. Cur-
rent trends require different, faster, more reactive forms of organi-
zation. Any attempt to embrace new trends that is based on control 
and hierarchy is destined to fail. Trust, respect, freedom and respon-
sibility make people and teams sufficiently agile to innovate at the 
right pace.

2. Staying attractive to young talent and older generations 
Millennials are taking the labour market by storm. They’re capable 
of looking up anything the average forty-year-old knows in the blink 
of an eye. These young talents can do more things, at the same time, 
than the average manager can and - it’s true - they get bored faster. 
Millennials are believed to be uninterested in company cars or high 
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salaries because they are already part of the sharing economy. But, 
that’s only partly true. Because they want to get all they can out of 
life, they do like to earn well. They also feel the need to be involved 
in developing company strategy and high-level goals. They want to 
have a sense of ownership and keep getting better at their jobs. A 
boss who gets in the way all the time won’t help. Once bossy bosses 
are involved, freedom suddenly becomes more important to 
Millennials than money.

Do you want to bring in, and retain, new talent to remain competi-
tive in the future? Then there’s only one solution: introduce a more 
democratic, people-centric leadership style, purpose driven, based 
on attention and trust. However, the fact that these Millennials live in 
an aging world presents a challenge. The generation gap in the work-
place has never been as large as it is today. And, a company that is 
great for young people is not necessarily the most pleasant environ-
ment for older employees. So, the essential question is: how can an 
organization become attractive for all generations? By creating a 
people-centric organization where young and old respect and treat 
each other as adults.

3. Working together with robots
Technological developments, culminating in robotics and artificial 
intelligence, have resulted in new disruptive companies and high-
ly articulate, critical customers. It also signals the disappearance 
of thousands of jobs in the coming years. And, we can’t just assume 
new jobs will be added at the same pace. In the 1930s, economist 
Keynes predicted the 15-hour work week. On average, that is now 
theoretically possible. Unfortunately, some people work 100 hours 
a week and others are left out of the employment arena. In this cen-
tury alone, some of the biggest corporate companies in Western Eu-
rope have already let go of more than two-thirds of their employees, 

without little to any negative effect on growth, turnover and profit. 
The best way to deal with this is to let people decide how these 
developments should be tackled and choose what to do with the 
time, space and thinking power that are freed up at the compa-
nies concerned, as well as in our society. Because, there is certainly 
enough paid or unpaid work for all those who would like to contribute 
to their environment.

4. Stay fit
Vitality is an important topic for almost every company in our aging 
society. We’re spending more time looking at screens than ever be-
fore. What’s more, we don’t eat enough healthy food and don’t get 
enough exercise. And, we maintain this unhealthy lifestyle until we 
retire at the age of seventy, or higher. For years, research has shown 
that people who enjoy a degree of autonomy in their life and work 
are less frequently ill. Exercising control over people, a tendency 
among forceful leaders, makes our society even less healthy. 
Conversely, an approach revolving around autonomy, attention, 
cooperation, responsibility and freedom reduces absenteeism. The 
abolition of unnecessary processes and the adoption of lean work-
ing methods typically leads to more physical exercise and improved 
personal contact. Democratic leadership is, therefore, healthier and 
more durable and, as a result, more effective and less expensive.

5. Better performance
Many people associate autonomy with tree hugging, flower power, 
chaos and anarchy. Yet, nothing could be further from the truth. 
Performance is key. People capable of taking major decisions in their 
private lives can do so, equally well, at work. That shouldn’t come as 
a huge surprise. Any leader that pays attention to what’s going on 
in their organization will confirm that the best ideas come from the 
‘shop floor’. The best results are achieved by well-balanced teams EV
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that have sufficient strategic diversity. This also implies self-
managing teams may have their disagreements, too. But, if all team 
members have sufficient resources and information at hand; trust, 
respect and appreciate each other’s qualities and goals, it lays a 
solid foundation for reaching smart work agreements. It also 
becomes easier to set achievable targets and appropriate margins. 
Moreover, innovation seems to be the rule, rather than the 
exception, in high-performance teams.

The traditional, hierarchical model of management makes it fairly 
complicated for companies to respond quickly to the fast-moving 
expectations of customers and markets. In these environments, 
protocols usually take precedent while human judgment and up-to-
date expertise may be ignored. So, how do you ensure that an 
organization begins to move freely again? And, that the knowledge 
and experience of people is utilized in the best possible way?

Workplace autonomy helps simplify or break down organizational 
structures. People are more closely involved; are challenged to think 
for themselves and to take on responsibilities. A study by Deloitte 
shows 90 percent of top executives have identified ‘cooperation’ and 
‘agility’ as their main priorities. Precisely these concepts lie at the 
heart of workplace autonomy. You get the best results by organizing 
teams around customers and giving them a significant degree of 
autonomy. You can respond quickly to changes and excel thanks to 
the knowledge and competencies of your people. This creates new 
energy, making companies more agile and ready for the future.

Story of the Fishermen
Once, there was a lake and fishermen sailed out every day to fish in its 
waters. The lake was, thus, being emptied - little by little. When the size 
of the catch became increasingly small, it became clear to the fisher-
men that there was a real threat to their survival. When they realized 
they couldn’t go on living this way, they called for a meeting. Although 
each of the fishermen had his own interests to look after, they shared 
a common goal: a guaranteed livelihood for their families. So, they de-
cided to cooperate and consult with each other to reach agreements. 
Thereon, all fishermen were equal and their elected leaders decided 
a framework for cooperation. That way, the fishermen functioned as 
an independent social organization that took care of the waters they 
fished in, prevented overfishing and distributed profits fairly.

Self-management dates back to before the year zero. In fact, there is 
nothing new about it at all. Hundreds of years BC, tribes were struc-
tured as agile teams. They would organize themselves around the 
goal of ‘earning a living’ and interpreted this in a smart way. 
Tribal elders determined frameworks, but left the decision-making 
to tribesmen. Some Arab tribes were known to divide their activities 
according to key principles: some members kept cattle and led 
nomadic lives, others became farmers and lived in the oasis. This 
diversity allowed tribes to adapt to their circumstances quickly. 
Farmers could assist livestock farmers in the event of persistent 
drought. If the territory did not offer any means of making a live-
lihood, families could branch off or undertake other activities that 
offered better prospects. Flexibility became a second nature to the 
people.
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FIVE STEPS    
TO SELF-MANAGEMENT
A company’s Board of Directors 
will often see, or hear, inspiring 
examples of self-management. 
Or, they might have read one 
of Ricardo Semler’s books and 
thought: I want to give that a go! 
However, they do not always  
realize that companies have to go 
through a lengthy process  
before they are capable of 
self-management. 

Self-managing or self-directed teams
Companies that want to start working with self-management often think 
self-managing and self-directed teams are interchangeable: two terms 
with the same meaning. That’s where things start to go wrong, because 
self-managing and self-directed teams are, in fact, very different concepts.

Self-managing teams implies teams are responsible for realizing a 
product or service. In this case, the team is at the disposal of an in-
ternal or external customer. The organization decides on the frame-
work inside which teams make their decisions. A team may adjust the 
framework in consultation with management. In the case of self-
management, management always makes strategic decisions, or takes 
the initiative to do so. Simply and technically worded: the teams are 
responsible, whereas management remains accountable.

Self-directed teams means teams have complete freedom to set their 
own goals and determine how they want to achieve these goals. Teams 
are able to make strategic decisions by relying on their own knowl-
edge and responsibilities. Sometimes, they also determine salaries 
for individual team members. Self-directed teams are often regarded 
as the next step in self-management. Teams are responsible as well as 
accountable.EV
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First steps to self-management
Many organizations unconsciously fall into the trap of diving headfirst 
into self-directed teams by giving their employees complete freedom 
- up to and including setting salary levels. In most cases, this is far too 
large to take as a first step. So, carefully consider where you want to 
take your organization. Self-management is a good start on the road 
to self-directed teams and it becomes easier to keep an overview. 
Starting with self-management allows you to keep growing while 
turning the organizational pyramid upside down.

Some companies stick with self-management and are happy to leave 
it at that. Management boards of listed companies, or governments, 
may have an interest in continuing to determine the course of their 
organizations, for example. Nothing wrong with that, of course.

The road to self-management could, perhaps, best be compared to a 
trip around the world. Anyone embarking on a global adventure with-
out taking adequate preparations could have some strange surprises. 
Like, the cyclists who plotted a course from Amsterdam to Melbourne 
but forgot to apply for visas to Armenia, Azerbaijan and Iran. When 
they arrived at the border, they were delayed for months.

When moving towards self-management, preparation leads to better 
execution. Of course, this means you might need to spend weeks or even 
months planning. That might make the whole process less enjoyable, 
but it is precisely in this phase that you become aware of the issues you 
might encounter along the way, and need to anticipate. By thinking about 
certain topics in advance, and tackling them strategically, management 
can build in greater security. This prevents disappointment and unneces-
sary delays. However, you don’t need to plan and map every single thing 
in advance. That would be counterproductive and would undermine the 
teams’ ownership – the true essence of self-management.

Five points that provide guidance
To create the fertile soil, direction and a foundation for self-manage-
ment, we advise working on five crucial issues during the prepara-
tion phase. Every organization, on the road to self-management, will 
come across these issues. By taking decisions at an early stage, you 
provide guidance.

1. Re-contract management and staff roles
The biggest change in the move towards self-management is the 
role of management and staff departments. In the past, traditional 
managers fulfilled a ‘command and control’ role, but they are now 
expected to take a facilitating and supportive approach. To avoid any 
misunderstanding, it is important to re-contract management, or 
discuss their new role and the expectations that go with it. In some 
cases, people might not be prepared to adapt, or capable of 
making the required changes. That’s a big hurdle, but self-
management doesn’t work if you don’t abandon the status quo. It 
makes no sense to retain old patterns, even in the background.
Managers must realize that they are no longer in charge of their 
teams, which now operate independently.

In practice, many organizations find re-contracting a difficult step 
to take because management continues to perform roles that are 
somewhat similar to their traditional roles. At first, everything will 
be fine. However, once things start going wrong, managers feel com-
pelled to intervene, since they still feel responsible. This often re-
sults in ambiguity between teams and the management. Who should 
assume responsibility: the team or the management? You often see 
teams struggle to take back initiative and ownership once manage-
ment gets involved. In these cases, self-management might just die 
an early death.

FIVE POINTS THAT PROVIDE  
GUIDANCE
1.   Re-contract management and staff 

roles
2.   Create fertile ground
3.   Make important data and figures 

transparent and understandable
4.   Form customer-focused teams
5.   Avoid the ‘what if’ pitfall
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To clarify: self-management doesn’t make management superfluous. 
The need for coordination and overview will always remain. But the 
manager is no longer in charge. That requires a major adjustment. 
Can the manager handle this change? Does it match his or her 
personality? Or, would it be better if they assumed a different role?

2. Create fertile ground
Introducing the term ‘self-management’ can bring misconceptions. 
Some employees might think: “That’s nice - we’ll have total freedom 
and can determine everything ourselves.” Others might think: “Help, 
what does this mean? Where do we start? How will our performance 
be measured?” To avoid misunderstandings, teams shouldn’t try to 
determine everything themselves from the outset. Make sure teams 
don’t get into endless discussions about their right to exist and the 
value they add. Instead, create fertile ground for self-management 
to take root. The entire organization should know what has been 
scheduled and what the overall goal is. Clarity provides direction and 
a strong foundation.

Companies that dive into self-management unprepared have found 
that freedom can actually be crippling. A group of children on a play-
ground without a fence around it will stay close to their supervisors. 
If there’s a fence, however, they’ll roam around and use the entire 
playground. This is how self-management works. Employees take 
very little initiative if they are given complete, unmitigated free-
dom. But they will feel enormously supported if there are clear goals 
and frameworks that indicate whether they are performing well as a 
team. Clarity of direction allows teams to coordinate their actions, 
and activities with other teams, without being slowed down by coor-
dination meetings or political difficulties. Direction is important, but 
don’t fall into the trap of casting every rule in stone right away.  
It is important that teams have - and feel that they have - ownership. 

Therefore, you need to provide direction based on (no more than six) 
performance indicators, plus a few guidelines regarding the most 
important rules, qualities and behavioural expectations. Don’t make 
things any more complicated than that.

There is a lot to think about while deciding how you present direc-
tion to a team. You can introduce it as something that offers no room 
for change, or you could build in opportunities for coordination and 
deep-diving with the team. There is a great deal to be said for both ap-
proaches. I will elaborate on this in the chapter ‘Management’s new role’.

3. Make important data and figures transparent  
and understandable
When it comes to self-management, the importance of making finan-
cial and strategic information transparent and relevant is often under-
estimated. Everyone that’s involved has to develop a different mindset 
and perform a different role. Staff departments that used to offer 
advice, or provide leading protocols and process descriptions, now 
need to present their information in a way that helps teams make 
decisions quickly and easily. For example, with the help of a team 
dashboard which presents all required information in a transparent, 
orderly and understandable manner. Financial data is the most impor-
tant type of data, although not every team member will immediately 
understand or be able to analyze this information. The financial 
department has the task of training and bringing teams up to speed 
on this.

4. Form customer-focused teams
Building strong teams is one of the most difficult topics in self-man-
agement. To lay the foundation, interventions into the structure and 
philosophy of your organization are often needed. There are several 
other subjects that need to be closely examined, too. EV
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Multidisciplinary customer focus
Hierarchical organizations are often complex because different 
departments all deal with ‘the same’ customer. They sometimes 
engage in endless debates in order to arrive at decisions. However, 
you want teams to make fast decisions that are really in the 
customer’s best interest. Self-management allows you to work in 
meaningful ways by forming multidisciplinary teams around the 
client. Keep the organization model simple. Many organizations 
introduce teams per sector, region, or a combination of both.

A team that makes its own decisions
Team design is not easy. The technical aspect is often underestimated. 
You regularly see hierarchically functioning teams suddenly become 
self-managing. That introduces several issues. Imagine a production 
department becoming self-managing and deciding to produce as many 
products as possible. Two questions immediately arise: 1. Is each prod-
uct as good as it can be? 2. Does this decision support the needs of the 
customer in any way? Clear goals are essential to every team. Team 
members must understand how they can contribute to realizing key 
results in a customer-oriented way. Knowing this makes it a lot easier 
to make decisions, which immediately increases the stake teams have 
in each other, as well as their autonomy and ownership.

A higher purpose
It is crucial that teams know where they need to go and how this 
relates to the rest of the organization. There definitely needs to be a 
clear relationship between team goals and the organization’s over-
arching goals. This allows you to create alignment between depart-
ments and synergies between teams. After all, self-management is not 
a goal in itself, but a means of achieving a goal.

Smaller teams work better
In a team with more than twelve people (some organizations adhere 

to a maximum of seven) it becomes difficult to hold meaningful, in-
depth discussions in which everyone feels involved and connected. 
There is a high probability that some will feel excluded because a 
handful of people take over the conversations. Agile teams are more 
productive when they are small.

How do you put together the right teams?
Organization design takes time. You need to experiment and carry 
out far-reaching tests to organize teams around the client in a smart 
way, rather than organizing them around internal structures. Take 
plenty of time to test and assess the aforementioned topics.

5. Avoid the ‘what if’ trap
The points above provide guidance to help your organization make 
the transition from a hierarchical structure to self-management. But 
these are probably not the only topics you’ll want to address. It’s 
easy to become extremely preoccupied with the ‘what-if’ questions.

What do we do if teams don’t achieve their goals?
What do we do if there is a change in law that applies to us?
 
The more your organization tries to determine everything before-
hand, the more ownership you take away from your team and the 
more questions are bound to arise. Conventional wisdom says that 
self-management can best be achieved through self-management: 
going from A to B using the method from B. This is a solid argument. 
When employees are expected to bear responsibility, it is better if 
they immerse themselves in crucial topics immediately, think about 
them carefully and participate in decision-making. It is extremely 
interesting to think about all kinds of issues in advance, but this 
needs to be done with caution. In self-management, ‘we’ll cross that 
bridge when we come to it’ is often a very fruitful approach. 10

“A large-scale transition to self-
organization creates pressure and 

tension. The desire for certainty and 
control leads to ‘what if’ questions. 

Usually, these are followed by a grim 
prediction: ‘What do we do when teams 

don’t achieve their goals?’ ‘What do 
we do when team members don’t show 
up in a team?’ There is a tendency to 
start answering such questions and 

decide beforehand what to do if people 
really don’t show up or if teams do 
not achieve their goals. The trick is 

to resist this temptation and focus on 
topics most essential to creating trust 
and the most crucial preconditions for 

self-organization.”

Pieter de Lange,   
ABN AMRO
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MANAGEMENT’S   
NEW ROLE 
In the ‘old’ hierarchical 
world, information and final 
responsibility would lie with 
managers. Whether delegating  
to others or taking care of a 
project themselves, the manager 
would always be ‘in charge’.  
In a self-managing organization, 
this responsibility lies largely with 
the teams. Responsibility  
is transferred to the team  
by the manager.

Proper transfer is important. Self-managing teams do not usually run 
the show on their own. Management offers them a helping hand by, for 
example, defining a framework within which the teams can make their 
decisions. In this context, the ‘what’ is defined, but the ‘how’ is left up 
to the team. These frameworks indicate, for example, when the teams 
are doing well and which factors need to be taken into account when 
making decisions or actions.

The framework contains agreements on:
•   Results (turnover, maximum expenditure, customer/client happiness 

or other important results)
•   Quality (what minimum standards should the work meet?)
•   Regulations / legislation / procedures (exclusively laws and 

procedures crucial to the primary process)
•   Behavioural values (basic preconditions, for example with  

regard to cooperation)

But who decides the framework?
That can be different for each organization. At one company, 
management might present a fixed, finalized framework to teams.  
At another company, there might be more room for co-creation.
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Small organizations tend to make their frameworks smaller and 
less explicit. Management and employees seem to work more easily 
on the basis of personal trust. In large organizations, trust is more 
likely to be institutionalized. There are simply more departments and 
more stakeholders that need to be taken into account. What’s more, 
in large organizations there are usually more teams. If frameworks 
need to be drawn up separately with all of those teams, alignment 
may be lacking, while the teams often have to work closely together. 
That definitely needs to be taken into account.

The transfer of responsibility does not mean that managers no 
longer have a role to play within self-managing organizations. 
Managers remain important when it comes to connecting 
departments and disseminating information. However, they will have 
to learn to facilitate, rather than delegate, and manage. Managers 
are no longer in charge and must ‘unlearn’ their urge to look for 
a solution for every problem. Otherwise, they would be depriving 
teams of their ownership.

In the initial phase, teams often have practical questions. For a 
manager, it can be tempting to answer these themselves. However, 
it is smarter to find out what it takes to solve a problem, working 
together with the team. In this way, the team feels as if they are 
being heard and are expected to act in a mature way. After all, teams 
must also be capable of resolving their own conflicts. This does 
not mean the manager only needs to sit back and wait. A manager 
can always join in the conversation and think about challenges 
or problems along with the rest of the team. But, they need to 
remember that everyone deserves to solve their own problems.

A manager can still try to resolve matters that lie outside the team’s 
sphere of influence. When the team is clearly making an appeal 
to the manager, it is important that he or she takes the question 

seriously and ensures there are sufficient resources and people 
available to solve the problem. Some organizations choose to put 
managers in coaching roles. But for the team it can be confusing 
if someone is guiding a process and, at the same time, challenging 
them and intervening when anything goes wrong. Experience shows 
that it is better to separate the ‘coach’ and ‘manager’ roles.

What is expected from managers?
•   Help solve problems. Facilitate and advise without taking decisions 

for other people. For example, ask, ‘How would you solve this 
problem if you owned the company?’

•   Ensure psychological safety and trust by working on team 
development and autonomy, clearly and step by step. Help the 
team determine goals, roles and work agreements.

•   Keep in touch with the team to prevent misunderstandings and 
help make their vision and interpretation as tangible as possible. 
Do not refer to ISO manuals, but instead share anecdotes of 
mistakes made and what was done to correct them. A good 
discussion can push boundaries.

What shouldn’t managers do anymore?
•   Do not try to solve other people’s problems. Don’t take up issues 

with other departments on an employee’s behalf. Before you know 
it, employees will simply adopt a ‘wait and see’ approach, and all 
actions will be taken by managers.

•   Stop checking. Workflows such as invoicing, or issuing quotes, are 
often overseen by a manager. Turn this around as much as possible. 
For example, work with assigned budgets or mandates. In this way, 
you appeal to the responsibility and moral compass of employees.

•   Do not intervene when difficult subjects or situations arise. These 
are precisely the moments in which you have to place real trust in 
teams and rely on their power to resolve issues. If you do it yourself, 
you’ll be back in your traditional manager role in no time at all.

“As part of our effort to break down 
organizational silos, we conducted 

an experiment that allowed people to 
pick and choose alternate areas that 
they’d like to move into. The idea was 
to allow them to experience different 

roles by giving them the time to ‘touch 
and feel’ the challenges of each role. 
This experiment changed the way the 
leadership assumed their role. They 
were accustomed to taking charge 

and being hyper-focused on ensuring 
things got done. But now, they had 
to focus on giving trust to people 

and having meaningful discussions 
with their teams about the key points 

that required their attention. The 
participants were a little sceptical in 

the beginning, but once they felt they 
were truly trusted, and there was now a 

clear focus, the teams really took off.

Harini Sreenivasan
Chief People Officer, Worley 12EV
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PUTTING THE TEAM  
IN THE LEAD
Self-management offers huge 
opportunities and, at the same 
time, presents new challenges to 
employees and teams. Everyone 
shares the responsibility for 
the quality and results of the 
department and organization. 
Ultimately, you want each 
team to operate independently, 
entrepreneurially and 

responsibly so that management 
guidance and facilitation become 
practically unnecessary. But, as 
we said at the beginning of this 
e-book, autonomy is preceded 
by a lengthy process, and 
management will always play a 
role in it. By paying attention to 
the points below, teams can  
grow rapidly.
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Practical guidelines for teams that can make their own decisions
•   Team success or failure depends on how well the team members 

know each other. Many teams, therefore, hold in-depth personal 
introduction sessions. Trust and psychological safety are key.

•   Roles and responsibilities must be clear, so that the team can 
adjust if they experience rapid growth or setbacks, for example.

•   Teams must gradually develop their own decision-making 
strategies. A team must be able to make quick, expert decisions. 
Team members must, therefore, investigate what works best for 
them.

     •   Realize that it is impossible to always reach a complete 
consensus. Absence of major objections is sufficient ground for 
decision-making.

     •   Not everyone knows everything. Allow ‘the experts’ on the 
team to make decisions regarding issues related to their 
expertise. Or, ask these experts to carry out research and 
share information and advice so that the team can make a well-
founded decision.

     •   Be careful when it comes to voting. Basing decisions on the 
largest number of votes isn’t always the way to go. A well-
informed minority may have much better reasons to take – or 
avoid - a certain course of action than the majority.

•   Teams must resolve conflicts themselves. Mutual trust is essential 
to this. Employees must be able to comment openly. If team 
members cannot solve a problem, it is wise to seek help externally.

•   Giving feedback is no longer the manager’s sole responsibility. 
Teams become much stronger when they give each other 
feedback. With this in mind, you can organize easily accessible 
feedback sessions.

•   To develop leadership skills in the group, it is good to periodically 
appoint a different team leader/ spokesperson.

•   As soon as teams are made responsible for their own decisions, 
it is important that all required information is transparent, 
comprehensible and readily available.

•   The personal development of employees should also receive 
attention. If there is no room for personal growth, there will be no 
growth as a team.

In practice, we see teams are often afforded the opportunity to 
determine their own salaries or bonuses or make decisions about 
strategic direction very early on. These are certainly responsibilities 
the team should be given. However, it seems that teams - certainly 
in the early stages - often lack the experience required to hold these 
conversations; make decisions about these topics; and to gauge 
and accept the consequences. For teams, this step towards self-
management is one that often requires time and guidance.

“In our journey towards self-
management, we found out that it 

is crucial to build trust in the teams 
themselves. So, we started by focusing 

on building trust in teams through 
topics such as self-disclosure talk, 
sharing our dreams and ambitions, 
and how to align those dreams with 
the company’s purpose. Last but not 
the least, having frequent feedback 

sessions, helped us a lot to keep 
improving the way we work together.”

Fumio Mase, Ateam Director

14EV
ER

YO
N

E’
S 

A 
BO

SS
 › 

PU
TT

IN
G 

TH
E 

TE
AM

 IN
 T

H
E 

LE
AD



15

FROM SELF-MANAGING  
TO SELF-DIRECTED TEAMS
Once teams grow into their new 
responsibilities, and increasingly 
master the aforementioned 
points, they will want to take 
on more responsibilities. This 
process is generally very gradual. 
When teams are challenged to 
think about their own work, a 
desire for more ownership and 
the will to internalize everything 

arises naturally. Management 
has an important role in this 
case: they need to actively 
facilitate this process while 
gradually stepping back.
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The process of moving from a hierarchical organization to a self-
managing organization can be accomplished within just a few years. 
In the first year, people will already start asking whether they can 
take on more responsibilities. During this period, you can slowly start 
expanding their responsibilities (frameworks) and offer more room 
for entrepreneurship. However, don’t underestimate how large the 
step to self-management is. Deploying this organizational model 
requires considerable change from all involved. Teams and managers 
need some time to understand and get to grips with their new roles. 
Often, organizations revert to old behaviors: teams wait, and don’t 
take ownership and, as a result, traditional management takes over 
again. This is understandable, when you consider everyone’s starting 
point. Self-management can be very demanding in different areas. 
A new type of coordination between teams is needed. It’s all about 
shared interest, so that - if all goes well - unnecessary internal 
political struggles are a thing of the past.

The step towards self-directed teams also requires teams to start 
thinking like entrepreneurs. What opportunities do we see? What 
opportunities can you turn into successes as a team? Management 
should always try to encourage this process. However, the question 
remains: to what extent do you really want to take this step? Some 
organizations specifically opt for self-management so that they 
can continue to play an important role in the field of strategy 
and framework. If management sees self-management as an 
intermediate step, and ultimately wants to introduce self-directed 
teams, it is important to pay attention to the following points:

1. Challenge and involve people in strategic decisions
If your goal is to introduce self-directed teams, it is important 
that the teams know the strategic playing field of the organization 
and department. All strategic information must be shared and 
presented in a transparent way and you will have to engage in active 
discussions on a number of strategic topics. It may take some basic 
training to get through finances, strategy or even business models. 
Semco, for example, launched the ‘afternoon MBA’ concept. This 
training was freely accessible to anyone who wanted to know more 
about the topics of importance to the organization.

2. From ‘frameworks’ to responsibility for profit and loss
In self-management, management and teams coordinate goals 
and results, whereas with self-directed teams, responsibility is 
assumed for the department’s entire profit and loss account. The 
team is, therefore, responsible for revenue and costs as well as 
profit. To stimulate this, management can gradually transfer budget 
responsibility to the teams. Because the team is often already 
(partially) responsible for turnover within the framework, the step to 
taking charge of the entire profit and loss account is smaller.

3. Add entrepreneurial models
Employee salaries generally constitute a big part of the total profit 
and loss account. No wonder they are often the first item to be 
discussed. It’s not easy to determine the value each person adds - 
and how that should be expressed in wages. Especially, once you 
start to differentiate. How can you explain why colleague A should 
earn more than colleague B? In this case, it’s good if the team 
members already know each other well and understand what they 
can do for each other (see also ‘Putting the team in the lead’). If 
there is a solid basis for cooperation, you can look for a more flexible 
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approach to salaries together. How do we deal with salaries when 
business is going well? What do we do in bad times? Working with 
bonuses seems the easiest first step, but that also leaves a lot of 
room for discussion. We see many types of remuneration being used 
in practice, from bonuses to shares, from flexible salaries to ‘self-
employed teams’ that assess who earns what on a monthly basis.

4. Work-life balance
A good work-life balance is vital. With self-management, it’s clear 
how you can soon achieve that balance, because work is output-
driven instead of input-driven. However, you can take things one 
step further. Salary discussions soon start to revolve around 
money while, at the same time, more people are starting their own 
businesses in order to have more personal freedom and to plan their 
work around their lives. You can agree on arrangements governing 
this. On my own team, there are two ‘digital nomads’ who travel the 
world as they work. This wouldn’t be my own choice, as I’d rather 
spend time with my son. By exchanging views on these topics, 
we have found ways of aligning our personal ambitions with our 
professional ambitions. If that succeeds, you will see everyone is one 
hundred percent committed to work and become (even) happier.

These are the most tangible points your team or organization can 
work on. Not all teams immediately have a mature mindset. It can 
be difficult for them to do business, discuss salaries or take on more 
responsibility. At those moments, it may appear too early to take 
a step towards self-directed teams. But usually, a time will come 
when the demand for more entrepreneurship and ownership arises 
naturally. Because, ‘becoming an entrepreneur because the boss told 
us to’ has never really worked for anyone.

With setting our own salaries we 
needed to learn as a team how our 

money was earned and what we spent 
our money on. Learning this gave us a 
tremendous insight on where we could 
earn more money and where we could 
lower our costs. This way we could also 
lower the prices for our clients, which 

made them even happier and more 
loyal customers. As we managed to 

improve profits, we were also able to 
increase our salaries.”

Paulo Rogério Ogeia,  
Cost specialist - Semco Brazil
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ENJOY  
THE RIDE!
The previous chapters 
provided insight into the 
ways in which a classical, 
hierarchical organization can 
- gradually - transform itself 
to self-management or into an 
organization with self-directed 
teams. This approach involves 
more than simply introducing 
new processes and roles. What 
do you do, for example, when 
teams don’t reach their goals? 

What if major shifts take place  
in markets and target groups? 
What happens if a law that 
applies to your business 
changes? Of course, pondering 
all kinds of issues is always 
interesting, but it is also 
important to realize that self-
management does not provide an 
answer to everything in advance.
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Self-management does not mean: ‘From now on we are going to 
determine everything ourselves.’ Self-management is a combination 
of setting down rules, while remaining flexible. The more management 
makes its own decisions, the more ownership is taken from teams and 
the more questions arise. In addition, there is always some tension 
involved in the transition to self-management.

When things haven’t been going well for a while, managers soon feel 
the need to intervene, even though times of challenge might present 
the perfect opportunity for a team to show what it is capable of. 
After all, you get the best out of people and teams when they face a 
challenge. Freedom, responsibility and trust make work awesome. The 
manager, therefore, needs to learn not to intervene, but rather to instil 
the confidence in people to speak out and offer to help with topics that 
lie outside the employees’ sphere of control. The people that come up 
with the most workable solutions and ideas are often the people that 
have the most direct interactions with customers. And, usually, those 
people will be team members, and not management.

How long does it take to implement self-management?
Self-management is a process that can take years. This does not 
mean, however, that it will take years to be successful. Sometimes 
self-management is achieved in just two or three months and the 
company will already be realizing the first positive results at that 
point. Because customer-oriented organization quickly pays off, the 
Net Promoter Score will often rise fast. After the initial success, a 
process of growth begins. Teams take more and more responsibility 
and begin to respond to each other. Teams learn to value freedom 
and understand the responsibilities involved. The time this takes 
will be different for each organization, but the transition from self-
management to self-directed teams takes five to ten years in most. 
By that time, the role of ‘Company CEO’ is often unnecessary and 

teams run the business independently without complex procedures 
and protocols, confusing workflows, unnecessary audits and 
excessive rules.

Finally
Self-management mostly turns an organization on its head. After 
all, the responsibility is shifted 180 degrees, from management to 
employees. During that process, everything might not run smoothly. 
You can’t expect everyone to understand the ‘agile’ world right 
away. Moreover, conflicting interests make the transition to self-
management more difficult. But, in practice, employees quickly 
find solutions and soon leave traditional management structures 
behind. It is wonderful to see what happens when the knowledge 
and experience of employees is optimally used and utilized. The 
organization starts to flow, sustainable profits are achieved. And, 
work becomes AWESOME.
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Semco Style Institute
Hogehilweg 8
1101 CC Amsterdam

+31 (0)85 065 64 80
info@semcostyle.org
www.semcostyle.org
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