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Remember the saying “You’re either part of the problem or part of the solution”?
If you want to bring a concern to your seniors’ attention, come prepared with a fix!
But “[t]here is no magic number,” says Dr. Conflict, when it comes to determining
optimal span of control. Instead, “the choice must achieve harmony with
the situation you have, not the one you dream about.”
Am I right about the number of direct

begins with deciding how to manage

About a year and a half ago,

reports, and, if I speak up, how do I

your staff. You work hard to recruit and

we moved from two separate

avoid a massive pushback from the top?

hire, orient and develop, and reward

fundraising teams (with

Please point me in the right direction!

and retain your wonderful people, right?

ear

Dr. Conflict,

two supervisors) to one under a single

Control Spanner

Assuming that you believe in “hire hard,
manage easy,” how exactly do you want

manager. This has been a struggle,
because eight of the eleven gift offi-

Dear Control Spanner,

cers are regionally based and they rely

Starting with your question about six

to do this?
Marcus Buckingham uses check-

heavily on management for guidance.

to eight direct reports, Dr. Conflict is

ers and chess to frame the answer: “In

Therefore, although the gift sizes are

sorry to burst your bubble, but there is

checkers, all the pieces are uniform and

standardized, management still needs

no magic number. Most executives will

move in the same way; they are inter-

to be heavily involved with cultivation

say it’s seven, but taking this approach

changeable. . . . In chess, each type of

due to our unique volunteer structure.

is the top mistake that executives make

piece moves in a different way, and you

I’m worried for my team and my man-

around this topic.1 Why? Because situa-

can’t play if you don’t know how each

agement. I’m one of those rare people who

tion is everything, and what works for

piece moves. . . . Great managers know

love their job, their bosses, their team. I’m

you doesn’t work for someone else.

and value the unique abilities and even

concerned that it will be hard to maintain

Though there isn’t a “one best way”

the eccentricities of their employees.”3

a stabilized state. Throughout the growth

for exact size, the trend is for flatter

The point is, if you want to be a great

and change, upper management has not

and wider. Using data from Fortune 500

chess-playing talent manager, you’ll need

participated in implementing procedures,

companies, a recent study found that the

more time with each employee, and that

and so we do not have any automated pro-

number of direct reports has doubled

translates to a shorter span of control.

cesses to make managing eleven direct

during the last two decades, from about

Let’s nuance this a bit more with the

reports feasible.

five between 1986 and 1990 to about ten

work of Henry Mintzberg.4 The first ques-

I think that my manager should only

between 2004 and 2008. Granted, your

tion he asks about organizational design

have a maximum of six to eight direct

organization is not one of America’s

is, How do people coordinate work? If

reports, because the workload is too

largest companies with the commensu-

folks do a lot of talking to each other up

large a burden for one person. In fact,

rate depth of support staff, but it does

close and personal, this takes time, and

it’s the largest number of direct reports

suggest that your agency’s shift might

you’ll need shorter spans of control. This

in our whole division and, I believe, the

have been overdue.

is usually the case with simple structures,

entire organization.

42 T H E N O N P R O F I T Q U A R T E R LY 

2

Determining the right span of control
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