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Background
In March 2015, the Office of the CIO (OCIO), and later Washington Technology Solutions (WaTech), implemented a self-organizational system called Holacracy as an experiment to determine if self-organization was appropriate, legal, and provided utility in a government context. 
The implementation scope was limited to roughly a dozen people and all employees opted in to the initial experiment to experience the mechanics, benefits, and challenges of self-organization.
Key Insights and Lessons Learned
Where there any measurable benefits discovered during the initial experiment?
Yes. There were three primary benefits discovered during the experiment. We saw improvements in the speed of decisions-making, improvement in employee empowerment, and greater clarity of individual and organizational purpose.
One of the metrics captured since the beginning of the experiment was the team’s ability process and resolve operational issues. Self-organization should improve this metric because, in theory, employees are more empowered to resolve their own issues without needing to engage and wait for a response from a hierarchical system of governance. The outcome of the experiment demonstrated a 93% reduction in decision making cycle time and a 10x increase in the ability to identify, discuss, and resolve operational issues. 
Employee empowerment was also measured during the experiment by asking employees the degree they felt they were able to resolve their own impediments. The result was a 50% increase with the empowerment measure increasing from 60% to 90%.
Holacracy also introduced, or re-introduced, the concepts of roles, purpose, and accountabilities. Although these terms are used in a traditional hierarchy the terms have a foundational importance in a Holacracy and force a stronger discipline in their use. This created greater clarity of individual’s roles in conversations and resulted in more focused and less circular discussions. 
Where there other intangible benefits discovered?
Yes. The larger hypothesis is that self-organization can improve employee recruitment and retention. However, employee retention was not directly captured during this experiment because of the small size and relatively short period of time. Anecdotal data and comments from employees were captured to gain insight into retention potential of self-organization. Several employees expressed concern about working in a hierarchy now knowing self-organization. At least one employee turned down a more lucrative job offer stating Holacracy as one of the key factors in the decision. For the participants of the experiment who have now experienced two different forms of organizing, hierarchy and Holacracy, now believed that a hierarchy is an inefficient and counterproductive way to get work done. 
Where there any legal impediments to implementing self-organization?
There were no barriers identified after discussions with the Office of the Attorney General, State HR, and practicing the organizational system for several months. However, there are practices captured in law that limits the extent employees can be empowered. For example, the hiring of employees is given to the “appointing authority” of the agency. In a Holacracy, without bosses, this would be handled through the creation of a process and not held by one individual. State statue limits the ability to delegate this authority. As an example, this is the statute for the Office of Financial Management with the emphasis added to show the constraint:
RCW 41.06.150
Rules of director — Mandatory subjects — Personnel administration.
The director shall adopt rules, consistent with the purposes and provisions of this chapter and with the best standards of personnel administration, regarding the basis and procedures to be followed for:
     (1) Certification of names for vacancies;
     (2) Examinations for all positions in the competitive and noncompetitive service;
     (3) Appointments;
     (4) Permitting agency heads to delegate the authority to appoint, reduce, dismiss, suspend, or demote employees within their agencies if such agency heads do not have specific statutory authority to so delegate: PROVIDED, That the director may not authorize such delegation to any position lower than the head of a major subdivision of the agency;

The way this was addressed during the experiment was by creating a role which had the purpose of rapidly processing paperwork that required appointing authority level of authority and filled by the appointing authority. The role itself was not a decision making or an approval role. Effectively, the role was a rubber stamp of decisions made through the Holacracy governance systems.

What were the challenges identified?
There were numerous challenges identified in difference categories: 1) language, 2) infrastructure, and 3) integration.
Organizational infrastructure or the various business processes for hiring, evaluating, budgeting, compensation, purchasing, and many others was a big challenge. These business processes are designed and depend on hierarchical system of governance to operate. When implementing a self-organizing system like Holacracy the current business processes break. If implementing agency wide, part of the plan would require changing the business processes that rely on a hierarchy governance system to operate. For the purpose of the experiment, we created some replacement business processes like the hiring process but most others we had to create an interface to cross-walk between to two worlds.
Integrating with the rest of the organization still operating a hierarchy was a challenge. For those operating in a hierarchy it’s often not clear who to go to when interacting with a group running Holacracy since they are primarily looking for the “boss.” For those in the Holacracy it was often frustrating dealing with the hierarchy because decisions took too long and there is less clarity of roles, purpose, and accountabilities relative to their experience in the Holacracy. 
Self-organization and specifically, Holacracy, introduces new terms like “tensions”, “objections”, and even the term “Holacracy” that must be learned for a new context. For example, tensions often has a negative connotation in the current vernacular however in the Holacracy context simply means the gap between the current state and a potential future state which can be an issue or an opportunity. It was discovered that not introducing these terms too early and use a common vernacular usually led to quicker learning.

Are there any next steps?
The experiment proved that there are significant and measureable benefits to self-organizational systems. In addition, there were no impediments identified for implementing in government. The next steps will be to pursue increasing the scale of Holacracy to include more participants and put in place a more rigorous experiment to test outcomes.
