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Expanded abstract

Horizontal management: Transcending the
bureaucratic paradigm to consolidate worker
participation

Objectives

The full participation of workers in the organisations that employ them is a long-standing hu-
manistic aspiration which emerged alongside capitalism. In this sense, access to institutional
spaces usually reserved for owners, such as boards of directors or administrative councils,
has played a central role in proposals promoting worker participation in organisational deci-
sion-making.

These approaches can be broadened by incorporating the perspectives presented in this
article, i.e. horizontal management schemes that incorporate innovative possibilities for par-
ticipation in various tactical and operational decision-making spheres, which represent the
proximity spaces where most workers perform their daily activities.

On the other hand, the areas of organisational management related to these spheres tend
to rely on one of the most prevalent social technologies in the modern economic system: the
Weberian pyramidal bureaucratic structure. This occurs even in highly participatory organi-
sations.

Therefore, the research question guiding this study is: why is it so challenging for organ-
isations that pursue ideals of high worker participation in decision-making to adopt social
technologies that promote horizontal management as an alternative to bureaucratic order?

One possible explanation for the difficulty of establishing approaches that depart from bu-
reaucratic orthodoxy is the lack of an orderly, consolidated theoretical corpus that allows the
formulation of academic narratives that promote a paradigm shift.

In this regard, the article puts forward a proposal that contributes to the consolidation of
an alternative paradigm which maintains the advantages of bureaucracy while transcending it.
To this end, it carries out an analytical review of various unorthodox theoretical frameworks,
combining them to provide a coherent explanation as to why alternatives to bureaucracy
based on worker participation in decision-making work.

Methodology

The methodological approach adopted is an integrative literature review. This approach is ap-
propriate when the research question requires a compilation process that does not aim to
cover all articles published on a topic, but rather a selection based on key criteria and con-
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structs that allow new theoretical frameworks to emerge. In this way, it provides the basis for
constructing new conceptual schemes.

During the review, the selection of authors and works was guided by three inclusion cri-
teria: a) the impact of each author in terms of their conceptual and theoretical contributions
to management science; b) covering the longest possible time span from the consolidation of
the discipline over 100 years ago to the present day, taking into account the synthesis neces-
sary for this type of research; and c) selecting authors whose writings identify novel and/or
valuable theoretical and conceptual contributions in terms of managing organisations with
frameworks that are alternative to Weberian bureaucracy.

Results

In order to identify the most relevant studies on management alternatives to the classic bu-
reaucratic arrangement, hundreds of articles and books by authors from different periods
were analysed. Ideas, constructs and theoretical concepts corresponding to 14 studies from
various time periods were selected. These elements were then combined to create a network
of conceptual blocks, which were grouped around four explanatory axes: self-actualisation,
objectives, capabilities and monitoring. This schematisation provided the fundamental ana-
lytical material to develop a coherent theoretical answer to the question: why does horizontal
management work?

The result is a theoretically robust yet complex narrative as to why alternative practices to
bureaucracy, based on participatory and horizontal management, are expected to be viable,
effective and efficient. In this sense, the concept of self-actualisation -applied to all workers,
including those at the base of a typical organisational pyramid- plays a central role. Along-
side the importance of material compensation, self-actualisation represents an “emotion-
al and spiritual reward” that every human being strives to obtain. Generally speaking, most
people working in hierarchical organisations try to fulfil this higher-order need outside the
workplace, since bureaucracy artificially disempowers them by offering few opportunities to
exercise the central element of self-actualisation: the capacity to make their own decisions.
However, management alternatives that empower workers to make decisions about the organ-
isation’s objectives can be envisaged, establishing a correlation with self-actualisation through
their achievement. In this way, the motivational and creative energies present in all workers
are released, and spaces for exercising personal abilities and attributes, previously caged by
bureaucracy’s rigid functional definitions, are expanded. Furthermore, additional impulses
are mobilised to carry out the necessary control feedback that determines the extent to which
collectively valued organisational objectives are being achieved. Likewise, all decision-making
processes are based on participatory dynamics such as sociocratic consent, backward delega-
tion and the advise process, which encourage participation and horizontality while allowing
for the integration of diverse opinions.

On the other hand, one limitation of the study is that it does not analyse aspects related to
organisational culture and leadership, which are undoubtedly essential when implementing a
more in-depth horizontal management approach.
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Conclusion and Original Value

The article’s specific contribution is an academic narrative outlining concrete theoretical
foundations that explain why management arrangements that diverge from bureaucratic or-
thodoxy and encourage worker participation in decision-making are stable and economically
effective and efficient. Therefore, after more than a century of management science, a clear-
er theoretical understanding emerges as to why participatory and horizontal management
frameworks work.

CIRIEC-Espafia, Revista de Economia Publica, Social y Cooperativa N2115/2025, pp. 69-101
1.5.5.N.: 0213-8093

73



