
SPANS & LAYERS: FINDING THE SWEET SPOT

Executive Summary
Organizations often struggle to balance two structural risks: too many layers that slow decisions 

and spans of control so wide that managers burn out. CEOs face a dual challenge: maintaining 

speed while also sustaining leadership capacity and clear career paths. This article delves into the 

business ramifications of imbalance, common mistakes leaders make, and basic guidelines for 

fostering healthier structures.

The Problem
Many CEOs believe flattening hierarchies and widening managerial spans will unlock agility 

and cost savings. But the unintended consequences often outweigh the benefits. A manager 

stretched across 15 or 20 direct reports can’t coach effectively or spot early signs of 

disengagement. Employees who don’t see visible rungs to climb may lose motivation and look 

elsewhere for growth.

Flattening may sound empowering, but it risks breaking a deeply ingrained pattern: we are 

socialized from childhood to expect progress through levels of achievement. When that 

pathway disappears, so does engagement. At the same time, managers tasked with “holding it 

all together” can quickly become a hidden liability: overwhelmed, reactive, and at risk of 

turnover themselves.

The Business Impact
Spans and layers directly affect performance, retention, and 

leadership sustainability:

Burnout at the top of wide spans. McKinsey research finds that 

50% of managers already feel overwhelmed by their workload; 

overly wide spans exacerbate this risk, leading to poor decision 

quality and higher manager attrition (McKinsey, The State of 
Organizations 2023)

Turnover costs. Gallup estimates that U.S. businesses lose up to $1 

trillion annually from voluntary turnover, with replacement costs 

ranging from 50% to 200% of salary (Harter, This Fixable Problem 
Costs U.S. Businesses $1 Trillion, Gallup, 2017). Career stagnation 

caused by flat hierarchies contributes directly to this drain.

Lost engagement. A 2023 ClearlyRated study showed that executive turnover can cost up to 

213% of salary (Cost of Employee Turnover, 2023). Without visible advancement opportunities, 

retention risks extend beyond frontline staff to key leadership roles.
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Common Missteps

Flattening without 

foresight

Leaders strip out titles or 

levels in the name of agility, 

only to find that employees 

feel stuck and managers 
become overloaded. 

Equating “org chart” with 

“org structure”

An org chart shows 

reporting lines, but it 

doesn’t explain decision 

rights, role scope, or criteria 
for advancement.

Overemphasizing cost 

savings

Cutting management roles 

may reduce payroll, but it 

also erodes development 

opportunities that 

employees rely on to see 
progress. 

Changing Perspective

The question isn’t “How flat should we go?” but “What balance allows for clarity, capacity, and 

growth?” A strong structure does three things:

• Protects manager bandwidth: Keep spans realistic so managers can coach, develop and 

retain their teams instead of firefighting. There is no “golden one-size-fits-all” answer to what 

the span is, but according to Tareef Jafferi, if there was one universal answer, it would be close 

to 6 or 7 direct reports. (The Attention Formula, Aug 6, 2025,)

• Makes career paths visible. Define levels clearly with progressive titles (Manager → Senior 

Manager → Director), or if titles have been used in a different way before and you can’t 

change them now, with generic names such as “level 1”, “level 2”, etc., so employees can see 

progression. 

• Supports succession and scalability. Use consistent role criteria (defined in job analysis 

forms) that enable fair promotions, definition of development actions, and better retention.

Instead of chasing flatness, leaders should design structures that reflect the realities of 

managerial capacity, business complexity, and human motivation.

Reflection

• Do your managers have enough bandwidth to coach, develop, and retain their teams, or are 

they stretched too thin?

• Can employees see a clear path of progression, or does your structure flatten their 

motivation along with your hierarchy?

• If your company doubled in size tomorrow, would your current spans and layers hold or 

collapse under the weight of growth?

Sometimes it’s necessary, but more often it’s just easier to maintain a short-term perspective of, for 

example, immediate cost savings vs. long term impact: disengagement, turnover, and increased cost. 

https://happily.ai/blog/the-attention-formula-how-many-direct-reports-should-a-manager-really-have/?utm_source=chatgpt.com


Here are three ways we could work together:

• Talent Risk Scan – Diagnose hidden risks in structure and leadership.

• Talent Infrastructure Build – Create scalable systems for clarity and retention.

• Strategic Talent Optimization – Align leadership culture with your growth 

strategy.

Key Takeaway

Healthy spans and layers are not about reducing cost or inflating titles. They 

are about creating clarity, protecting leadership capacity, and keeping 

employees engaged with visible opportunities for growth. CEOs who 

calibrate their structures intentionally can reduce hidden costs, protect their 

managers from burnout, and turn hierarchy into a source of energy rather 

than a drag.

Interested? Let’s talk!

https://api.leadconnectorhq.com/widget/bookings/45-min-talent-risk-check-in
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