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For some topics in organizational 
design, there are no hard-and-
fast rules. Nevertheless, the topic 

can still be of considerable importance. 
Span of control is one of those topics. As 
always, cost reduction is paramount in the 
facilities industry, and expanding spans of 
control offer--at least on paper--a poten-
tial reduction in cost. The actual organi-
zational dynamic of span and its impact 
on the effectiveness of an organization, 
department, or service unit is equally 
important. Most of our peers have proven 
that the old, dated, organizational prin-
ciples of facilities management have be-
come less effective, and we must consider 
any and all new best practices. Given that 
within our peer group there are from one 
to five levels of management, the span 
of control parameter is a key variable. In 
fact, it is per se an indicator of sorts. That 
is to say that an effective and wide span of 
control is an indicator that other systems, 
organizational designs, processes, and 
training are in place that are also working.

Within our industry the dated general 
heuristic used to design span of control 
is a manager to subordinate ratio of from 
1-5 up to 1-7. Quick research indicates 
that this heuristic predates much of the 
technological and management theory 
revolutions of the last 50 years. In fact, 
this rule was developed when nearly ev-
eryone prescribed to the Theory X man-
agement style, although it was not called 
that until recently. Theory X and Theory 
Y represent two sets of assumptions about 
employee nature and behavior that are 
relevant to the practice of management. 
Theory X represents a negative view of 
employee nature that assumes individuals 
generally dislike work, are irresponsible, 
and require close supervision to do their 
jobs. Theory Y denotes a positive view of 

employee nature and assumes individuals 
are generally industrious, creative, and 
able to assume responsibility and exer-
cise reasonable self-control in their jobs. 
Clearly, an organization design based on 
the old Theory X mentality would vary 
greatly in its multiple occurrences of spans 
of control than one based on Theory Y. 

Determining the Span of Control
In a typical facilities management de-

partment, there are a wide variety of pro-
fessionals, trades, and clerical staff. The 
determination of span of control has a 
unique consideration for each, but all are 
based on modern best practices and the 
revolutions we have experienced. Gener-
ally, if workers are involved in work of a 
repetitive or routine nature, the supervi-
sor will tend to require less application 
of control than if they perform work of 
greater significance or complexity. 

In addition, spans may be limited by 
where people are located and by the 
problems of control and communica-
tion over distance. Also, a supervisor can 
exercise more effective control over a 
broader span in a stable situation than 
under dynamic conditions. Specifically, 
there was a study completed by A.T. 
Kearny in 1993 that concluded the fol-
lowing factors were most important in 
determining span of control.
1. The diversity and complexity of the 

work performed by the organization. 
• The more diverse and complex, the 

narrower the span of control.
2. The experience and quality level of 

the workforce 
• Experienced people, who were well 

selected and have been developed 
effectively, need less day-to-day 
supervision.

3. The extent to which coordination or 

interdependence is important between 
employees and groups. 
• The more important coordination/

interdependence is, the narrower 
the span of control.

4. Amount of change taking place in the 
work environment. 
• A lot of change requires more atten-

tion to supervision and, therefore, 
narrower spans of control.

5. The extent to which coordinating 
mechanisms exist and are effective. 
• Effective mechanisms allow for 

increases in span of control.
6. Geographic dispersion. 

• The greater the geographic disper-
sion, the more time is needed to 
coordinate — thus requiring smaller 
spans of control.

7. The extent to which job design and 
tools allow direct performance feed-
back to the employee. 

• The more direct feedback from 
tools, the less reliant the employee 
is on the supervisor — thus allowing 
for larger spans of control.

For the sake of this discussion, we can 
discuss the trades and the span of con-
trol associated with the shops. From the 
previous list there are clearly factors that 
can expand the span of control from the 
previous standard ratios. However, some of 
these are actually tests of our organizations 
to gauge our utilization of all best practice 
tools at our disposal. One of the most im-
portant is item V. Included in this factor are 
many of the possible tools we can or should 
incorporate into our organization. Some of 
those include: formal work planning/load-
ing processes, standardized quality control 
and continuous improvement systems, 
computerized maintenance management 
systems, dynamic work control centers, and 
zone deployment strategies.
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For most of us, there is still much to be 
improved upon in the latter examples. So 
if the current ratio of supervisors to trade 
staff is 1 to 6 what could (or should) it be 
once these measures are implemented? 
Clearly the span of control can be widened 
considerably. In fact, it is our ubiquitous 
goal to increase planned work —versus un-
planned work-- and planned work requires 
less supervision. If an organization has 
improved on this metric, it has room to 
expand the span of control, as an example. 

These tools will allow trades staff to 
work far more independently that 50 years 
ago. There is a high likelihood that many 
of our peers are already utilizing many 
of these tools effectively without having 
made the change of expanding spans of 
control. There is every reason for the span 
to trend “wider” within our industry.

SpeeD of truSt
With respect to item II from the A.T. Ke-

arny list, this is one area where our industry 
is still not progressing sufficiently. Still, using 
the trades staff example, many other main-
tenance industries (particularly in the private 
sector) benefit from significantly wider spans 
of control. This divergence starts from the 
beginning of the employment process in 
each industry. In other industries, trade staff 
are trained both technically and managerially 
to quickly become self-sufficient and operate 
independently. However, within our industry 
the opposite is true, and the negative — or 
the lack of “speed of trust” as Stephen M.R. 
Covey would say — costs the organization 
year after year.

Bringing all of this back full circle, one 
can ask how to make actual changes to the 
span of control ratios within the organi-
zation based on improvements achieved 
in the Kearny list (and other best prac-
tices). One simple method is to create 
two points of measure; best and worst. 
For worst, find the most narrow spans for 

each department over the last 25 years of 
your organization. If you are more ag-
gressive, start with the current ratio. 

Next, identify a best-of-class peer — 
not necessarily specifically in the public 
sector — and use those ratios as a target. 
Array all available organizational im-
provements that fall into the Kearny fac-
tor list, and give them the simple empiri-
cal measurement for each: 3 = target, 2 = 
threshold, and 1 = unacceptable. Apply a 
score to each now, and total up the score 
for each department. Plot the gap of cur-
rent score to the ideal score over a similar 
plot of the increasing span of control and 
start to work on it year after year.  

SourceS
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2. A.T. Kearny
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