
 
  

Measuring Corporate Bureaucracy 

Idea In Short

A survey-based bureaucracy mass index scored thousands of workplaces on how
bureaucratic they feel, and the findings confirm what most people already suspect: bigger
organizations are measurably more bureaucratic, nearly a third of work time goes to
bureaucratic chores and executives consistently underestimate how bad it has gotten.

A Vivid, Uncomfortable Metaphor

A catchy acronym borrowed the language of body mass index to describe organizational
bloat: a bureaucracy mass index, built to measure how bureaucratic a given workplace
actually feels.1 The metaphor is not subtle, and it lands precisely because organizational
bloat is genuinely everywhere, across countries, sectors and company sizes, not confined
to any single type of institution.

Building a Measurable Score

Researchers surveyed several thousand readers of a major business publication using a
twenty-six question instrument, then used the responses to construct a comparable
bureaucracy score across workplaces. Survey design always deserves some skepticism,
and this sample likely skews toward a more educated, professional readership than the
general workforce, though the underlying sample size was large and the questions were
reasonably worded, which makes the broad findings worth taking seriously even with that
caveat in mind.

Bigger Really Is More Bureaucratic

The clearest finding confirmed a long-standing suspicion directly: larger organizations
reliably suffer from what researchers call managerial diseconomies of scale, meaning
bureaucracy does not just correlate with size, it appears to compound with it in a
measurable, predictable way.2
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Getting Worse, by Most Accounts

Roughly two-thirds of survey respondents reported that bureaucracy in their organization
was getting worse over time, not staying flat or improving. The sharpest dissatisfaction
came from people closest to the customer and most directly accountable for results, sales,
production, business development and customer satisfaction functions, exactly the roles
where organizational friction translates most directly into a worse outcome for the end
customer.

Where the Time Actually Goes

Respondents estimated spending roughly 28 percent of their time on bureaucratic chores
like excessive reporting and meetings, and fewer than 40 percent found that time genuinely
useful to their actual work. Senior executives reported spending nearly half their time on
internal issues rather than external, customer-facing ones, a genuinely striking figure for
roles that are, in principle, meant to be setting external strategic direction.

A Provocative Data Point on Headcount

Roughly 40 percent of respondents believed a one-third reduction in headcount would
either not hurt or would actually improve the value delivered to customers, an extreme-
sounding claim worth reading skeptically rather than literally. A more charitable
interpretation is that people often genuinely underestimate what colleagues in other
functions actually do, which makes it easy to write off unfamiliar roles as unproductive from
the outside, and this same dynamic is part of why bureaucracy is so hard to fix directly,
since problems tend to get pushed sideways to other parts of the organization rather than
addressed at the workflow level where they actually originate.

An Exhausting Environment

Heavy bureaucracy correlates with workplaces that employees describe as slow, repetitive,
dehumanizing, risk-averse and overtly political.3 More than two-thirds of respondents said
political skill often or almost always determined who advanced, a genuinely discouraging
finding for anyone hoping merit alone drives advancement.

Executives See Less of It Than Everyone Else
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Perhaps the most actionable finding in the entire survey: senior executives consistently
perceived less bureaucracy than individual contributors did, considered it less sticky and
were less convinced it was actually necessary for getting work done. That perception gap
matters enormously, because leaders who genuinely underestimate the problem are unlikely
to prioritize fixing it, regardless of how loudly the rest of the organization is signaling
distress.

A Word on the Founder's Mentality

The pattern this survey documents echoes a well-known framework describing why once-
scrappy companies stall as they scale: an insurgent's clear mission gradually gets replaced
by internal complexity as headcount grows, until managing the organization itself becomes a
bigger job than serving the original customer ever was. Naming that trajectory early, rather
than waiting until the bureaucracy score has already climbed uncomfortably high, gives
leadership a real chance to intervene before the pattern fully sets in.

What Actually Helps

A handful of practical countermeasures show up repeatedly across organizations that
manage bureaucracy well: keeping the end goal visible and central, deliberately reducing
complexity wherever the option exists, building a culture honest enough to call out waste
openly, resisting the drift into becoming a pure information-relay function rather than a value-
adding one, and working in tight, high-intensity project teams rather than diffuse, low-
accountability ones. None of these fixes is dramatic on its own; together, applied
consistently, they meaningfully slow the compounding effect that comes with organizational
scale.

1Bureaucracy
2Diseconomies of scale
3Organizational culture

Summary

Bureaucracy scales with size, worsens over time by most accounts and gets underestimated
by the executives furthest from the front line. Reducing complexity, protecting culture and
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staying alert to waste are the practical countermeasures, since the fix is rarely a single
policy.
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