
Spans of 
control that are 

too broad or 
too narrow can 

have serious 
effects on 

organizational 
performance.

By Richard S. Sperling, 
CCP, Sperling HR

The number of direct reports supervi-
sors and managers have (their “spans 
of control”) significantly impacts 
organizational effectiveness. Spans 
of control affect the number of 
supervisors, managers and manage-
ment layers an organization requires, 
which is a major driver of HR costs. 
Spans also impact employee devel-
opment, employee performance, 
career pathing, manager-employee 
relationships, employee 
engagement and communications.

Understanding Spans of Control
Span of control is defined as the 
number of direct reports to a 
manager or supervisor. Figure 1 on 

page 58 shows the characteristics of 
organization structures with broad 
and narrow spans of control.

Both of the organizations shown 
in Figure 1 have nine individual 
contributors. In the organization 
with the broad span of control, the 
manager has nine direct reports. 
There is one manager and one 
management layer. There are 10 posi-
tions in total. Individual contributors 
represent 90 percent of the total 
population; management represents 
10 percent. In the organization with 
the narrow span of control, each 
manager has three direct reports. 
There are four managers and two 
management layers. There are 
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13 positions. Individual contributors 
represent 69 percent of the total 
population; management represents 
31 percent. 

Total population in the organiza-
tion with the narrow span of control 
is 30 percent higher than in the 
organization with the broad span 
of control. There also is a higher 
percentage of management positions 
and, almost certainly, higher cost in 
the organization with narrow spans, 
but neither structure is inherently 
better or worse. There is no single 
best number of direct reports for 
all supervisors and managers. The 
optimal span of control depends 
on the level and type of work, as 
well as a number of other factors 
that will be addressed later in this 
article. Both broad and narrow 
spans of control have advantages 
and disadvantages, as shown in 
Figure 2, and are appropriate 
in different circumstances.

Consequences of Overly Broad 
and Overly Narrow Spans
When spans of control are either too 
broad or too narrow for the circum-
stances they lose their advantages 
and their disadvantages increase. 
Spans of control that are either 
overly broad or overly narrow have 
significant negative consequences.

When spans are too broad:
 ❙ The manager can only be margin-
ally aware of what individual direct 
reports are doing and cannot 
exercise appropriate review and 
control of direct reports’ work.

 ❙ There is limited opportunity for 
employees to receive feedback, 
mentoring and development.

 ❙ The manager must spend so 
much time actively supervising 
that there is little time for plan-
ning, creativity and innovation.

 ❙ Limited promotional opportuni-
ties (in a very flat organization 
and with large gaps between 
manager and direct report grade 
levels) create challenges for succes-
sion and development as well 

as decreasing employee engage-
ment and incentive for growth.

 ❙ The manager may not have enough 
time to communicate with or 
respond to employees. Decisions 
may be delayed or inappropriate 
because employees have difficulty 
in getting their manager’s attention.
These issues may in turn 

lead to high turnover and 
pressures on recruiting.

When spans are too narrow:
 ❙ Over-supervision (micro-
management) is likely as the 
manager and direct reports spend 
too much time interacting on 
details. This increases employees’ 
dependence on the manager and 
reduces employees’ initiative, 
creativity and engagement. 

 ❙ The focus on details also 
limits development of 
manager’s managerial skills.

 ❙ Role confusion arises. What belongs 
in the manager position? What 
belongs in subordinate positions?

 ❙ Multiple management layers 
lengthen the vertical communication 
path and introduce opportunities 
for messages to get distorted.

 ❙ Multiple levels of review 
and approval delay decision 
making and action.

 ❙ More managers and more 
management layers increase costs.

The Benefits of Optimal 
Spans of Control
When spans of control are 
appropriate for the needs of 
the organization, there are 
significant benefits:
 ❙ The manager has enough time to 
provide guidance, direction and 
feedback to employees, and not 
enough time to micro-manage.

 ❙ Direct reports are encouraged 
to work as independently as 
they can, but have access to the 
manager when they need it. 

 ❙ The manager and employees 
have time for planning, 
creativity and innovation.

 ❙ The value-added role of the 
manager is clear to the direct 
reports and the manager. Work 
and decisions are pushed to 
appropriate levels. More delegation 
improves skill development for 
the manager and subordinates.

 ❙ Communication is improved with 
less opportunity for distortion 
(versus too many layers) and more 
opportunity for communication 
(versus broader spans).

 ❙ There are enough positions 
to aspire to (versus too-flat 
organizations), but career paths 
are not blocked (versus overly 
narrow, tall organizations). 

 ❙ Optimal spans yield optimal costs 
with a better balance of individual 
contributors and managers.

10 Factors to Consider in 
Determining Optimal Spans
1 Lead, manage or supervise. In 

general, you can lead or supervise 
more direct reports than you can 
manage: lead more because they can 
be more independent and you can 
delegate more decisions; supervise 
more because the work is less 
complex and usually is guided by 
processes or systems.

2 Required awareness of direct 

reports’ work. The more you need to 
be aware, the fewer direct reports 
you can manage. The less you need 
to be aware in detail (the more you 
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can delegate decisions), the more 
people you can manage.

3 Complexity and diversity of subor-

dinates’ work. Routine work permits 
broader spans; complex work requires 
narrower spans; common/similar 
work permits broader spans; diverse 
work requires narrower spans.

4 Variability of work and situations. 

More predictable work (fewer varia-
tions and exceptions) 
allows broader spans.

5 Need for integration of direct 

reports’ work. Integrating the work 
among direct reports or with other 
organizations reduces the span that 
can be managed. 

6 Skill and competency levels. 

Broader spans require more skills 
and experience from supervisors/
managers and direct reports.

7 Overall size of the organization. 

Smaller organizations may have 
narrower spans if they are function-
ally diverse, need leaders for the 
various functions, and still have 
relatively few positions. 

8 Availability of systems, technology, 

processes, rules. These tools enable 
broader spans because they provide 
employees with guidance and direction 
for normal situations. The supervisor or 
manager can be less directly involved 
in those situations and focus on the 
less frequent exceptional situations.

9 Geographic dispersion and need 

for face-to-face meetings. The more 
dispersed the workforce and the 
greater the need for face-to-face 
meetings, the narrower the span that 
can be managed.

10 Required interaction of manager 

with higher levels in the organization, 

peers, and/or customers in addition to 

direct reports. The more time 
managers are required to spend 
interacting outside their organization, 

Figure 1 |  Broad and Narrow Spans of Control

BROAD SPANS OF CONTROL

NARROW SPANS OF CONTROL

 ❙ Fewer layers of management

 ❙ Fewer managers

 ❙ More grades between 
managers and direct reports

 ❙ More layers of management

 ❙ More managers

 ❙ Fewer grades between 
managers and direct reports

Figure 2 |  Advantages and Disadvantages of Broad and Narrow Spans of Control
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 ❙ Fast, clear communication

 ❙ Empowers direct reports to 
do more complete jobs

 ❙ Higher employee engagement

 ❙ Fast response

 ❙ More innovation

 ❙ Allows hands-on management 

 ❙ Reduces required skill levels

 ❙ Reduces risk from vacancies 
or poor performance

 ❙ Ready pool of promotable replacements

D
is

ad
va

n
ta

g
es

 ❙ Requires higher skill levels

 ❙ Not enough time for managers to 
provide attention to direct reports

 ❙ Tactical demands distract manager

 ❙ Succession management difficult

 ❙ High risk from vacancies or 
poor performance

 ❙ Potential risk from giving 
employees too much autonomy

 ❙ Low decision-making authority 
and perceived autonomy 

 ❙ Multiple layers of communications; 
message can become distorted

 ❙ More risk of employee disengagement

 ❙ Slower response, decision making

 ❙ More managers and layers means 
higher cost

Figure 3 |  Optimal Spans by Level and Type of Work
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the fewer direct reports they can 
effectively manage. 

It is important to note that not 
all of these factors will point in 
the same direction in any given 
situation. It is likely that some will 
point to narrower spans and some 
to broader spans. Balancing all of 
the factors will lead to determining 
the appropriate span of control 
in different cases.

Illustration of Optimal Spans 
by Level and Type of Work
Based on the 10 factors described 
previously, Figure 3 on page 59 
illustrates optimal spans for different 
levels and types of work. 
While work is more varied and 

complex at higher levels, execu-
tives lead (rather than manage or 
supervise) direct reports who are 
highly skilled and experienced. Direct 
reports do not need day-to-day guid-
ance or direction. More decisions can 
be delegated. 

It is worth noting that executives’ 
spans of control may include “dotted-
line” reports (such as finance and 
HR functions dedicated to serving 
a specific business but reporting 
directly within their functions at 
the enterprise level). Dotted-line 
reports typically cannot be captured 
in today’s HR information systems. 
These dotted-line reports may need 
to be considered in comparing 
executives’ actual spans of control 
to optimal levels.
Managers whose direct reports do 

diverse work, and whose work must 
be integrated to produce a unified 
end result, typically can manage four 
to eight direct reports.

Managers whose direct reports all 
do similar work that is added together 
naturally to produce a unified end 
result can manage six to 12 direct 
reports. Also, managers whose 
direct reports do different work that 
does not need to be integrated — 
managers of portfolios of different 
independent activities — can manage 
six to 12 direct reports.

Supervisors’ direct reports tend to 
do similar work that is usually more 
routine and guided by processes, 
systems and protocols. Supervisors 
of transactional work can typically 
have 10 to 25 subordinates. Produc-
tion supervisors can effectively have 
about 25 subordinates if the work is 
moderate or low in complexity and 
variability but requires interaction 
among the subordinates. If the work 
is highly structured and the subordi-
nates have only limited interaction, 
supervisors can effectively have even 
more direct reports, perhaps up to 
50 or more.

Optimal Spans of Control 
Don’t Just Happen
Optimal spans don’t just happen. Fast 
growth leads naturally to stretching 
spans of control as people are added 
and structure changes lag behind. 
Stable organizations tend to produce 
narrower spans of control over 
time to develop employees, provide 
upward mobility for employees they 
don’t want to lose, or to correct 
managerial deficiencies. Organiza-
tions tend to reduce spans of control 
in downturns when they lay off 
individual contributors but keep 
supervisors and managers.

Unless organizations actively 
manage spans of control, they are 
likely to find more that are either too 
broad or too narrow and fewer that 
are just right. 

Managing Spans of Control 
The first step in achieving optimal 
spans of control is to articulate the 
business case for managing spans and 

UNLESS ORGANIZATIONS ACTIVELY MANAGE SPANS  
OF CONTROL, THEY ARE LIKELY TO FIND MORE THAT ARE EITHER 
TOO BROAD OR TOO NARROW AND FEWER THAT ARE JUST RIGHT.

COMPENSATION ISN’T ALWAYS ABOUT PAY LEVELS

Compensation issues are sometimes about the number of managers and 
management layers in the organization, which in turn is driven by the number 
of direct reports each manager has (the manager’s span of control). 

The link to compensation costs is not the only reason to ask compensation 
professionals to look at organization structure. There is another, much more 
important, reason: Compensation professionals, especially job evaluators, 
know a lot about the businesses they serve, the jobs in those businesses and 
the way the jobs work together to produce results.

Looking at organization structure is a natural use of this knowledge — even if 
compensation professionals have not often been asked to use their knowledge 
this way in the past.
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get the commitment of the organiza-
tion’s leadership. There are two major 
parts to the business case: 
 ❙ Making leadership aware of the 
benefits of optimal spans 

 ❙ Demonstrating that many of the 
organization’s managers and super-
visors have more or fewer direct 
reports than is likely to be optimal. 
The concepts and information in 

this article provide a foundation for 
the first part of the business case. 
The second part requires looking at 
actual spans of control in the specific 
organization. Experience indicates 
that it is useful to build a database 
that shows spans of control and 
management layers in the organiza-
tion; calculates typical spans for 
various types of jobs; and allows 
comparison across businesses, loca-
tions, functions and other subsets of 
the organization. Sharing the data 
in general terms with executives 

and managers is an effective way to 
demonstrate the presence of nonop-
timal spans of control and identify 
specific situations in which organiza-
tions can be improved by redesign. 
Once the business case is made, 

the next step is to thoroughly review 
with executives and managers the 
span of control data for their orga-
nizations and help them to identify 
which spans are appropriate, which 
need to be modified and how to go 
about modifying them.

Conclusion
Broad and narrow spans of control 
have advantages and disadvantages. 
Optimal spans vary based on the 
level and type of work in the orga-
nization. There are serious negative 
consequences when supervisors or 
managers have either too many direct 
reports or too few, so it is important 
to get spans right. Achieving optimal 

spans is easier said than done; they 
don’t just happen and there is no 
single best number of direct reports 
for all supervisors and managers. By 
actively managing spans of control, 
companies directly and positively 
impact their costs, organization 
effectiveness, communications, 
employee engagement and manager-
employee relationships. 

Richard S. Sperling, CCP, is principal at 

Sperling HR in Evanston, Ill. He can be reached at 

richard.sperling@sperlinghr.com.

resources plus

For more information, books and 
education related to this topic, log 
on to www.worldatwork.org and 
use any or all of these keywords:

❙❙ “Span of control”

❙❙ “Direct reports”

❙❙ Organizational structure.




