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As Discussed In The Case And The Text, W. L. Gore And Zappos Adopted New
Organizational Structures During a period of significant change in the business landscape, both
companies exemplify innovative approaches to organizational design that foster agility, employee
engagement, and sustained competitive advantage. W. L. Gore & Associates, renowned for its flat
lattice organizational structure, and Zappos, famous for its holacratic model, have redefined
traditional corporate hierarchies to adapt to modern challenges. This article explores the evolution of
their organizational structures, the motivations behind these transformations, and the implications for
their business success.

Understanding Traditional Organizational Structures
Before delving into the innovative models adopted by Gore and Zappos, it's essential to understand
the characteristics of traditional organizational structures.

Hierarchical Structures
- Clear chain of command
- Defined roles and responsibilities
- Emphasis on control and efficiency
- Often rigid and slow to adapt

Limitations of Traditional Models
- Reduced flexibility
- Limited employee empowerment
- Challenges in fostering innovation
- Potential for bureaucratic inefficiencies

W. L. Gore’s Lattice Organization
W. L. Gore & Associates, the manufacturer of Gore-Tex fabrics, has long been recognized for its
unconventional organizational approach. Their lattice structure emphasizes a flat hierarchy, fostering
innovation and collaboration.

Core Features of Gore’s Organizational Model
- Flat Lattice Structure: Eliminates traditional management hierarchies, allowing associates to
communicate directly and collaborate freely.



- Leadership by Influence: Instead of formal titles, leadership is based on expertise, influence, and
initiative.
- Peer Accountability: Associates hold each other accountable through shared commitments and
mutual respect.
- Open Communication: Encourages transparency and the free flow of ideas across all levels.

Advantages of Gore’s Approach
- Enhanced innovation through collaborative efforts
- Increased employee engagement and ownership
- Rapid decision-making due to minimal bureaucracy
- Flexibility to adapt to market changes

Challenges and Considerations
- Potential for ambiguity in roles
- Difficulties in scaling the model for larger organizations
- Requires a strong organizational culture to sustain effectiveness

Zappos and the Adoption of Holacracy
Zappos, an online shoe and clothing retailer, made headlines for its radical shift to a holacratic
organizational model in 2013, aiming to decentralize authority and empower employees.

What is Holacracy?
Holacracy is a self-management system that replaces traditional management hierarchies with a set
of roles, responsibilities, and processes to facilitate decentralized decision-making.

Key Principles of Zappos’ Holacratic Model
- Distributed Authority: Power is shared across roles rather than concentrated at the top.
- Role-Based Structure: Employees hold multiple roles, each with defined responsibilities.
- Dynamic Governance: Regular meetings to update roles and processes, ensuring adaptability.
- Transparency: Clear documentation of roles, policies, and decisions accessible to all.

Implementation Process at Zappos
- Transitioned gradually, offering employees training and support
- Encouraged a cultural shift toward openness and accountability
- Maintained core business operations while experimenting with new structures



Benefits and Results
- Increased agility and responsiveness
- Greater employee autonomy and satisfaction
- Challenges in adaptation, including initial confusion and resistance

Comparative Analysis of Gore and Zappos’
Organizational Transformations
Both Gore and Zappos aimed to foster innovation and employee empowerment but adopted distinct
models suited to their unique contexts.

Similarities
- Emphasis on decentralization
- Focus on fostering a culture of trust and collaboration
- Desire to break free from traditional hierarchies

Differences
- Structural Approach: Gore’s lattice is more organic and less formalized; Zappos’ holacracy is a
structured system with defined roles and processes.
- Implementation Scale: Gore’s model has been in place for decades; Zappos’ adoption of holacracy
was a deliberate and strategic experiment.
- Cultural Impact: Both models require cultural alignment; Gore’s approach relies on shared values,
while Zappos’ system emphasizes transparency and adaptability.

Impacts on Organizational Performance
The shift towards these innovative structures has had notable effects on organizational outcomes.

Enhanced Innovation
- Flat and decentralized structures encourage the free exchange of ideas, leading to innovative
products and services.

Employee Engagement and Satisfaction
- Empowered employees feel more invested in their work, reducing turnover and increasing
productivity.



Agility and Responsiveness
- Faster decision-making processes enable companies to adapt quickly to market changes.

Challenges Faced
- Managing role clarity and accountability
- Maintaining organizational coherence
- Ensuring consistent communication

Lessons Learned from the Organizational
Transformations of Gore and Zappos
Their experiences offer valuable insights for organizations contemplating structural innovation.

Key Lessons
1. Align Culture and Structure: Successful implementation depends on a strong cultural foundation
that supports new models.
2. Gradual Transition: Phasing in changes helps employees adapt and reduces resistance.
3. Training and Support: Providing education on new systems is crucial for effective adoption.
4. Leadership Commitment: Leaders must champion and model the desired behaviors.
5. Flexibility: Be prepared to iterate and refine structures based on feedback and results.

Future Trends in Organizational Design
As businesses continue to evolve, several emerging trends are shaping organizational structures:

Adoption of hybrid models combining traditional and innovative elements

Use of technology to facilitate remote and decentralized work

Focus on purpose-driven organizations emphasizing purpose and values

Increased emphasis on employee well-being and autonomy

Conclusion
The cases of W. L. Gore and Zappos vividly illustrate that organizational structures are not static but
adaptable frameworks that can be reimagined to meet contemporary demands. Their pioneering
approaches—Gore’s lattice and Zappos’ holacracy—highlight the importance of aligning
organizational design with culture, strategy, and employee engagement. As the business environment



becomes more dynamic and complex, organizations that embrace innovative structures are better
positioned to foster innovation, enhance employee satisfaction, and sustain competitive advantage.
The lessons learned from Gore and Zappos serve as valuable guides for organizations seeking to
navigate the future of organizational design successfully.

Frequently Asked Questions

What prompted W. L. Gore and Zappos to adopt new
organizational structures?
Both companies faced the need to adapt to rapid market changes and innovation demands,
prompting them to reevaluate and redesign their organizational frameworks to enhance agility and
responsiveness.

How did W. L. Gore implement changes in its organizational
structure?
W. L. Gore shifted towards a more lattice-like, decentralized structure that emphasizes employee
collaboration, autonomy, and innovation, moving away from traditional hierarchical models.

What organizational changes did Zappos make during this
period?
Zappos adopted a holacracy, a decentralized management system that removes traditional
hierarchies, empowering employees with more decision-making authority and fostering a culture of
self-management.

What are the main benefits of the new organizational
structures for these companies?
The new structures promote increased agility, innovation, employee engagement, and faster decision-
making, enabling the companies to better respond to market dynamics and customer needs.

What challenges did W. L. Gore encounter while shifting to its
new organizational model?
Challenges included managing employee adjustments to the decentralized system, maintaining clear
communication, and ensuring consistent alignment with company goals amidst the structural
changes.

How did Zappos handle employee adaptation to holacracy?
Zappos invested in extensive training, transparent communication, and cultural reinforcement to help
employees understand and embrace the holacratic system, although some employees faced
difficulties adapting.



In what ways did these organizational changes impact
company innovation?
Both companies experienced a boost in innovation due to increased employee empowerment and the
removal of rigid hierarchies, leading to a more creative and proactive work environment.

Are these organizational transformations sustainable in the
long term?
While they have shown promising results, the sustainability depends on continuous cultural
alignment, effective leadership, and ongoing adjustments to address emerging challenges.

What lessons can other organizations learn from the
experiences of W. L. Gore and Zappos?
Organizations can learn the importance of flexibility, fostering a culture of trust and autonomy, and
the need for careful implementation and support when adopting unconventional organizational
structures.

Additional Resources
As Discussed In The Case And The Text, W. L. Gore And Zappos Adopted New Organizational
Structures During a pivotal period of transformation, both companies exemplified innovative
approaches to organizational design that challenged traditional corporate hierarchies. Their journeys
highlight how adopting new structures can drive agility, foster innovation, and enhance employee
engagement. This article provides a comprehensive analysis of the strategic changes W. L. Gore and
Zappos implemented, exploring the underlying principles, step-by-step processes, challenges faced,
and lessons learned along the way.

---

Introduction: The Need for Organizational Change

In an era marked by rapid technological advancements and shifting consumer expectations,
companies must evolve to remain competitive. Traditional hierarchical structures often hinder agility
and innovation, prompting organizations like W. L. Gore and Zappos to experiment with alternative
models. Their experiences underscore the importance of aligning organizational design with company
culture, strategic goals, and external market demands.

---

W. L. Gore’s Transition to a Lattice Structure

Background of W. L. Gore

W. L. Gore, renowned for its innovative products such as Gore-Tex, has long been celebrated for its
unique organizational culture centered on decentralization, employee empowerment, and
collaboration. Historically, Gore’s flat lattice structure allowed for autonomous teams and minimal



managerial layers.

Rationale for Change

Despite its success, Gore recognized the need to adapt as markets became more complex and the
scale of operations expanded. The goal was to maintain agility while improving coordination across
teams.

The Structural Shift

- From Lattice to Networked Teams: Gore introduced a more formalized network of self-managed
teams, emphasizing cross-functional collaboration.
- Implementation of Clearer Governance: While maintaining its core values, Gore established clearer
roles and decision-making processes to facilitate coordination.
- Enhanced Communication Channels: To prevent silos, Gore invested in digital collaboration tools and
regular inter-team meetings.

Key Principles in Gore’s Transformation

- Preserve the Culture: Keep the core values of trust, freedom, and innovation intact.
- Empower Employees: Continue fostering autonomy but with structured communication.
- Flexibility and Adaptability: Build mechanisms to allow teams to respond swiftly to market changes.

Challenges and Lessons

- Balancing Autonomy and Alignment: Ensuring teams remained aligned with corporate goals without
stifling creativity.
- Maintaining Engagement: Preventing fragmentation as organizational complexity increased.
- Ongoing Leadership Development: Cultivating leaders who could facilitate the new structures
effectively.

---

Zappos’ Adoption of a Holacracy

Background of Zappos

Known for its customer service excellence and distinctive culture, Zappos faced the challenge of
scaling its innovative approach while maintaining its core values.

Rationale for Moving to Holacracy

Zappos sought to decentralize decision-making further, reduce managerial overhead, and promote a
more agile, responsive organization. The company believed holacracy could distribute authority more
evenly and empower employees at all levels.

The Implementation Process

- Training and Education: Zappos invested heavily in training employees on holacracy principles,
including role definitions, governance meetings, and decision-making protocols.
- Phased Rollout: The transition was implemented gradually, allowing employees to adapt to new roles



and responsibilities.
- Establishment of Circles: The organization was restructured into interconnected circles, each with its
purpose and authority.
- Governance Meetings: Regular meetings were held to amend roles, policies, and processes
dynamically.

Core Features of Zappos’ Holacracy

- Distributed Authority: Authority is allocated through roles rather than hierarchical positions.
- Dynamic Role Definition: Roles are regularly updated to reflect current needs.
- Transparent Processes: Decisions and governance are open and accessible to all members.
- Tactical Meetings: Focused on operational issues, ensuring continuous alignment.

Challenges and Lessons

- Cultural Resistance: Some employees struggled with relinquishing traditional authority structures.
- Ambiguity and Uncertainty: Navigating roles and responsibilities required significant adaptation.
- Maintaining Clarity: Ensuring everyone understood the new processes to prevent confusion.
- Leadership’s Role: Leaders shifted from command-and-control to facilitation and coaching.

---

Comparative Analysis: W. L. Gore vs. Zappos

| Aspect | W. L. Gore | Zappos |
|---------|--------------|---------|
| Primary Structure | Flat lattice with self-managed teams | Holacracy with distributed authority |
| Implementation Approach | Gradual, maintaining culture | Phased, intensive training |
| Core Principles | Autonomy, trust, innovation | Role-based authority, transparency |
| Challenges Faced | Maintaining alignment | Cultural resistance, complexity |
| Outcome | Enhanced coordination, preserved culture | Increased agility, employee empowerment |

---

Strategic Implications of Organizational Restructuring

Benefits

- Enhanced Agility: Both companies improved their ability to respond swiftly to market changes.
- Increased Innovation: Flattened structures fostered creative problem-solving.
- Employee Engagement: Empowerment led to higher motivation and ownership.
- Cost Efficiency: Reduced managerial layers cut overhead costs.

Risks

- Loss of Clarity: Ambiguity in roles and decision-making can cause confusion.
- Cultural Resistance: Not all employees adapt easily to new models.
- Scalability Issues: Maintaining coherence becomes challenging as organizations grow.
- Potential for Fragmentation: Without careful coordination, units may drift apart.

---



Best Practices for Organizations Considering Structural Change

1. Align Structure with Culture and Strategy
- Ensure the new organization design supports core values and strategic goals.
2. Engage Employees Early
- Involve staff in planning and decision-making to foster buy-in.
3. Invest in Training and Development
- Equip employees and leaders with the skills needed for new roles and processes.
4. Communicate Transparently
- Maintain open channels to explain the reasons, benefits, and changes.
5. Pilot Before Full Rollout
- Test new structures in controlled settings to identify issues.
6. Monitor and Adapt
- Continuously assess the effectiveness and make iterative adjustments.

---

Conclusion: Lessons from Gore and Zappos

The cases of W. L. Gore and Zappos demonstrate that adopting new organizational structures can be
a powerful catalyst for innovation and agility. While the paths they chose differ—Gore emphasizing a
networked, semi-flat approach, and Zappos pioneering holacracy—the underlying principles remain
aligned: fostering autonomy, transparency, and responsiveness. Organizations contemplating similar
transformations should carefully consider their unique contexts, culture, and strategic ambitions, and
approach change as an ongoing journey rather than a one-time overhaul.

In sum, as discussed in the case and the text, W. L. Gore and Zappos adopted new organizational
structures during a critical period of evolution, illustrating that thoughtful redesign of organizational
architecture can unlock new levels of performance and employee engagement. Success hinges on
clear vision, committed leadership, and a willingness to learn and adapt throughout the process.
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