Understanding organisations’ management and reporting structures

Are you aware of the different types of reporting structures in the Third Sector?

Understanding organisations, their structures and values
An organisation’s structure can depend on its size, the sector or sub-sector it operates in, the geographical area it covers, the number of employees and its level of resources. The organisation’s purpose and values can also influence its structure. 
The structure of an organisation has an impact on lines of communication, decision-making, reporting and lines of accountability. 

Typical types of structure

Hierarchical (pyramid) – is a common structure in large 
organisations. This is the most traditional form of organisation structure. Communications have to move 
through several layers of management and decisions move up and down the chain. 

These types of organisations have the most structured 
reporting lines. Roles are clearly defined and decision 
making powers are set out clearly.
 
However, these organisations are often the slowest to 
change because there are many layers to go through before decisions can be taken and relayed to those affected by the changes. 
 
When managers have a large number of direct reports, decisions can hit bottle necks, slowing down action. Horizontal communications can be poor because the structure is built around a vertical chain of command.
 
Functions, departments and geographic regions can be arranged in a hierarchical structure.   

Functional organisations are divided according to disciplines or functions. Co-ordination happens through agreed protocols and regular meetings between the functions. These matrix structures mean employees often take responsibility for the quality of their own work. Because of the way projects and services are set up, employees might find themselves reporting to more than one manager. For example, a person with a technical role might report to the head of the function as well as their own direct line manager. This structure can be challenging where there is more than one person involved in performance reviews or in setting the outputs or outcomes for a project. The project manager may have clear expectations of the work needed on the project, but the employee’s performance review is completed by the manager. 









Horizontal (flat) organisation structure – this is an organisation with only a few tiers of management. Because of the flat structure, employees often have more influence and 
decision-making power and there 
is less management intervention. 

Employees will be more empowered and often develop the organisation collaboratively. Communication and decision 
making is often faster in flat structures. There can 
be challenges with a flat structure; often there are difficulties if there is a need for someone to step up to make difficult decisions that affect the team. There can also be less people available to offer management support to employees. 

Branch or divisional structure – this is a common structure in the Third Sector. There may be a Head Quarters (HQ) organisation perhaps at a National or Regional level with smaller local groups (or branches) who are accountable to the HQ. Branches may be accountable for everything they do, or they may be semi-independent – deciding on their own local priorities but having to adhere to National standards to be able to continue to use the Brand name of the organisation. One advantage of this structure is that branches can generate engagement and support from their local area, whilst being part of a bigger, robust structure. However, there can often to tensions between branches and HQ.  




Decision making
There are generally two types of decision making within organisations – top down and decentralised. Top down decision making is often found in the hierarchy, pyramid organisation and decentralisation often happens in flatter structures. Top down decision making keeps the control at the top, whereas decentralised decision making is more empowering and shares control throughout the organisation. Branch structures might have a mix of top-down decisions from HQ, with some level of decentralised power and decision-making at branch level. 
As organisations grow in size the often become more formal in their decision making structure. 
Reporting
The type of organisation structure will influence how, and who, we report to. Understanding the reporting structure improves communication and accountability. It is important each employee understands their role in the organisation and how and who they report; this helps decision-making, monitoring and reporting. 
The organisations’ reporting structure is often expressed in its organisational chart. 
A number of formal and informal reporting structures can exist within an organisation. For example, we often find a mechanistic structure in a traditional, top down organisation, whereas a more informal structure calls for a more collaborative, flexible approach to work and projects. 
Hierarchical organisations generally follow a chain and command style of authority with employees reporting to a manager above them. This can be bureaucratic and more structured and formal in nature. In flatter organisations, horizontal reporting develops relationships between peers. 
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