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Preface

T he Complexity Challenge is an Economist Intelligence Unit report that investigates the rise of 
complexity in business and the challenges that increasing complexity creates. The report was 

commissioned by RBS. The Economist Intelligence Unit bears sole responsibility for the content of this 
report. Our editorial team executed the online survey, conducted the interviews and wrote the report. 
The findings and views expressed in this report do not necessarily reflect the views of the sponsor. 
Our research for this report drew on two main initiatives.

l We conducted an online survey of 300 executives from around the world in October-November 2010. 
The survey included companies from a range of industries. 

l To supplement the survey results, we conducted a programme of qualitative research that included a 
series of in-depth interviews with industry experts.

The author was Clint Witchalls and the editors were James Watson and Abhik Sen. We would like to 
thank all those who were involved in this research.
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As with much else in the world today, business is becoming increasingly complex. According to 
Jonathan Trevor, co-director of the Centre for International Human Resource Management at 

Cambridge Judge Business School, the rise in complexity is the result of an epochal shift from the 
industrial to the information age. 

“Markets are changing and customers are changing,” says Dr Trevor. “What those changes are 
demanding is a higher degree of connectedness and a higher degree of customisation, and that’s 
forcing organisations to transform from one set of capabilities to another.”

Many organisations need to be more integrated to meet today’s challenges and they also need to 
almost constantly  upgrade their proposition to customers. Although this process of transformation 
at companies has been ongoing for the past several years, the full extent of the complications 
involved is becoming clear only now. 

How severely is increasing complexity affecting businesses? The Economist Intelligence Unit 
conducted a global survey of 300 senior executives to ascertain the level of this challenge, as well as 
the causes and impact of it. This report also looks at what firms are doing to tackle the complexity.

The main findings from the research are as follows. 

l Doing business has become more complex since the global financial crisis. An overwhelming 
majority of survey respondents (86%) think that business has become more complex in the past three 
years. While 28% say doing business has become “substantially” more complex in this period, 58% say 
complexity has “somewhat” increased. Among sectors, complexity seems to be of greatest concern in 
technology and telecommunications, with 41% of respondents from this sector flagging it as a clear 
and present challenge.

l Firms are finding it increasingly hard to cope with the rise in complexity. Just over a quarter of 
respondents (26%) describe their firm as “complex and chaotic” but just one in five say they would 
have described their firms this way three years ago. Again, the technology sector appears particularly 
hard-hit, with 41% of respondents from the sector describing their firms as “complex and chaotic”. 
Given these figures, it is unsurprising that tackling complexity is a priority on  senior management’s 
agenda at nearly one-half of the firms in the survey. It is worrisome, however, that it appears not to be 

Executive Summary
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a big priority yet for a vast number of businesses. 

l The single biggest cause of business complexity is greater expectation on the part of the 
customer. Whether as an individual or an organisation, the buyer now expects integrated packages of 
products and services, as well as customised offerings. The second most cited cause of complexity is 
increased regulation, followed in joint third place by rapid organic growth and operating in multiple 
jurisdictions. Complexity arising from the advance of globalisation is only eighth on the list of causes. 

l Complexity is exposing firms to new and more dangerous risks. Complexity has significantly 
increased the risk exposure of nearly one in five (18%) firms in the survey, and at nearly a quarter 
(23%) of financial services firms. The majority of firms say complexity affects their ability to change 
business processes and it hinders the introduction of new products and services. Complexity is also 
rendering decision-making more difficult at more than a quarter (27%) of the firms represented in 
the survey. Companies with a three-year decline in earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation, and 
amortisation (EBITDA) are more likely to be struggling with decision-making than those companies 
that have not suffered such a decline. 

l Businesses are focusing on technological solutions to tackle complexity. Simplifying information 
and communications technology (ICT) systems is the most popular initiative to tackle complexity in 
business, along with efforts to simplify or consolidate the range of products and services. As a source 
of complexity, though, technology comes in only at seventh place in the survey. 

l A majority of firms have an organisational structure that may be adding to complexity. Nearly 
three in five survey respondents say that their firm’s organisational structure is contributing to an 
increase in complexity. Almost one-half (47%) say it is difficult to work out who is responsible for what 
at their company and 39% say there is considerable duplication of effort.
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For many businesses, organisational complexity has been spiralling upwards for some time. 
Although globalisation has opened up new markets and extended supply chains, it has also 

helped ratchet up complexity. 
Among the external factors contributing to rising complexity, companies now have to cope with 

different tax regimes, varying regulatory environments and inconsistent accounting standards. 
To a large extent, progress in ICT has enabled and accelerated globalisation. But it has also left 
firms vulnerable to the disruptive fallouts of technological advances, such as cyber-attacks and 
system outages. 

Every advance comes at a price, and the price is often increasing complexity. According to 
Subi Rangan, professor of strategy at INSEAD, a business school based in France and Singapore, 
when complexity increases, three things tend to happen. Firstly, interdependence becomes more 
widespread, but also harder to understand. Secondly, there is “causal ambiguity”: forecasting and 
planning become difficult because the relationship between variables is harder to decipher. Finally, 
time gets compressed: everything seems to be happening at once. “If it’s all happening at the same 
time, then I suddenly have to respond to multiple things simultaneously and I’m no longer able to 
separate what is important from what is urgent,” says Mr Rangan.

How are firms coping with these difficult challenges?
More than one in four (28%) respondents to our survey say that their business has become 
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substantially more complex in the past three years. Of those from the financial services industry, 31% 
have the same view as do �1% of those working in the technology sector.

One in three respondents say that three years ago an employee could have easily described their 
firm’s strategy, structure, operations and products and services. But just one in five feel an employee 
would be able to do so easily today, with one in seven saying an employee would be unable to explain 
what it is their firm does. Some amount of complexity is of course inherent in business. But what is 
surprising is the substantial spike in complexity that so many firms are experiencing. 
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How easily could one of your employees describe your firm’s strategy, structure, operations and products/services to someone 
unfamiliar with the company today and three years ago?
(% respondents)

Today Three years ago
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T he biggest cause for the rise in complexity, as cited by 38% of our survey respondents, is 
greater expectation on the part of the customer. “Organisations have had to become more 

sophisticated to respond to market opportunities, just to survive,” says Dr Trevor, of Cambridge Judge 
Business School. 

As companies become more globalised, they have to contend with the diversity of customers in 
different markets. Trying to implement a one-size-fits-all solution can be a strategy for failure—
customers will simply defect to the firm whose products and services are more closely tailored to 
their needs. “If you’ve decided that you’ve got a certain core competence that you can compete on 
globally, you will need to find the balance between simplicity and tailoring your approach to meet 
customer needs,” says Andrew Birrell, chief risk officer and chief actuary at Old Mutual, a London-
based financial services company that operates in 34 countries.

Customers are not just demanding tailored products and services; they are also demanding 
better customer service. The Internet has, of course, given customers everywhere the wherewithal 
to monitor the operations and performance of companies and upbraid them publicly if required. In 
some markets, such as the UK, customers have also expressed a preference for more “off the shelf” 
or standardised products and services that can be integrated with customers’ own systems and 
processes and do not cost as much as a customised solution. 

The second biggest cause of complexity is increasing regulation (33%). Each recession brings a 
raft of regulatory changes, often more stringent than the last, and the recent financial crisis is no 
exception. For some industries, however, tighter regulation has little to do with economic cycles. 
Pharmaceuticals companies, for example, are facing tighter regulation and higher hurdles to the 
introduction of new drugs in some key markets. “Regulators around the world are much more cautious 
now than they were in the past in terms of risk-benefit ratios of products we bring forward for 
approval,” says Shaun Grady, vice-president for strategic partnering and business development at 
AstraZeneca, a global bio-pharmaceuticals company headquartered in the UK.

The third most likely cause of complexity in organisations, cited by 27% of respondents, is rapid 
organic growth. In this instance, complexity is often the result of scaling up production, technology 
and staffing levels quickly. 

Multiple, connected causes
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The key drivers of complexity can also differ from industry to industry, region to region or even 
jurisdiction to jurisdiction; when, for example, a company enters a region or jurisdiction for the 
first time, or diversifies into a new industry, it immediately adds a new layer of complexity to the 
decision-making process in the company. For financial services firms, the leading cause of complexity 
is regulation (noted by two-thirds of respondents), followed by tougher governance controls (32%), 
with increased customer demands in third place (29%). 

“You have different regulations and different tax environments in every country that you operate 
in,” says Mr Birrell of Old Mutual. “As a consequence of that, you have to not only design different 
products, but you also need to have the flexibility in your application and administration systems 
to allow for this, in order to deliver the service. This needs to be done carefully, since a proliferation 
of systems creates enormous scope for operational risk, maintenance challenges and increased 
expense.”
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As with Old Mutual, many other companies have multiple and concurrent drivers of complexity, 
sometimes involving complex interactions between them. A surprising find of the survey is that 
complexity arising from advances in technology is not particularly high on the list of causes—a mere 
seventh on the list. Globalisation is in eighth place. 
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E ffective decision-making can be one of the casualties of complexity. Mr Grady of AstraZeneca 
recalls investment meetings where the presenter would arrive with a 30-page slide deck. “It made 

it very difficult for decision-makers to determine what the key features and factors were on which they 
should be making a decision,” he says.

Since the introduction of a new governance body, the Portfolio Investment Board (see case study), 
the firm has tightened up the quality and quantity of information presented at meetings. People 
wishing to present investment opportunities for research and development are now required to issue 
high-quality “pre-reads” in advance of meetings, so that senior executives have time to reflect on 
the information.

A complex decision-making process undoubtedly has an impact on performance. It is perhaps not 
surprising that firms with a three-year decline in EBITDA are much more likely to report that complexity 
has affected decision-making, with 37% of firms with a declining EBITDA saying decision-making has 
been affected to a large extent compared with 27% on average. 

Complexity is hindering the ability of companies, particularly the larger ones, to adapt and react 
quickly to sudden or disruptive change. More than three in four respondents (77%) say complexity 
affects the ability of their firms to change business processes and, perhaps more critically, nearly two-
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Feeling the pain
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thirds (64%) say it hinders the introduction of new products and services. Small firms and start-ups 
tend to be more agile than multinational behemoths , largely because they tend to have less complex 
organisational structures and a small but clearly defined set of goals. So unless large firms erect 
sufficient barriers to entry in their markets, they are vulnerable in a way that smaller, more nimble 
businesses are not.

Managing complexity: the view from 
Cambridge Judge Business School

The complexity that firms are experiencing today 
is the sharp end of a trend that began 20-30 years 
ago, according to Jonathan Trevor, who lectures on 
human resources and organisations at the Cambridge 
Judge Business School. Complexity, according to 
Dr Trevor, is part of the ongoing transition from the 
industrial to the information age and it is going to be 
as disruptive as the transition from the agrarian to 
the industrial age a few centuries ago.

Driving the transition are globalisation, new 
technologies, increasingly sophisticated consumers, 
developments in the political economy, changes in 
the role of the state and shifts in emphasis on the 
role of the individual. “All of these things are driving 
change that affects every aspect of how we organise 
society, which includes firms,” says Dr Trevor. 

The transition to the information age is creating 
new opportunities and challenges that require new 
forms of organisation to complement the old. It is a 
shift, in Dr Trevor’s view, from bureaucratic to post-

bureaucratic organisations. “The post-bureaucratic 
organisation is much less of a hierarchy and much more 
of a community of free-floating individuals, who are 
able to connect with each other and then align behind 
a single purpose to deliver inimitable value,” he says. 

Firms are attempting to embrace the principles of 
post-bureaucratic organisations in order to manage 
the organisational complexity associated with 
greater integration and customisation of products 
and services. Some of the steps being taken include: 

l Alignment of employees behind a common task

l Compressed structures and reduced hierarchy

l High levels of investment in knowledge creation, 
transfer and capture

l Networks of communities in which “centres of 
excellence” co-exist, collaborate and co-create value

l Desirable behaviour and performance secured 
through shared values, not rules, policies and 
procedures
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When in 2006 Jeff Kindler became CEO of Pfizer, one of the world’s largest drugmakers, he was 
astonished to find 14 layers of management between himself and scientists in the company’s 

research laboratories. Mr Kindler made it his mission to simplify Pfizer. Not only did he reduce the 
number of layers between himself and the scientists to eight, he also got rid of superfluous committees 
and consolidated the company’s 21 research sites down to four major research and development centres.

Rapid growth, whether organic or through mergers and acquisitions, tends to leave firms unwieldy, 
with many layers of management, duplicated processes, mismatched IT systems and disparate product 
and service portfolios. In recent years, companies like Siemens, Pfizer and Aviva (see case study) have 
publicly announced their commitment to reform and simplify their organisations. 

For BT, the former monopoly telecommunications provider in the UK, the deregulation of the UK 
market in the 1980s ushered in a whole new level of complexity. At the behest of the UK telecoms 
regulator, an entity called Openreach was created in 2006 to ensure rival operators have equal access 
to BT’s “first mile” network—that is, the network from the nearest exchange to the customer’s home. 
Although Openreach is one of four businesses that make up BT Group, it treats the rest of BT on the 
same basis as other operators. “While regulation gave us many competitive benefits, the creation 
of Openreach has added complexity to our business processes in the sense that it creates one more 
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handoff in the overall cycle of delivering services to the customers,” says Dana Crandall, managing 
director of service design at BT. 

In a fiercely competitive industry like telecoms, customer service is paramount and awkward 
handovers can lead to customer dissatisfaction and, ultimately, to defection. The service has to be 
seamless, so Ms Crandall’s team set about simplifying the customer service processes. They sought 
out best practice in the company and best practice across the industry and created a set of robust 
processes that married the best of both worlds. 

For Ms Crandall, everything begins with process design. “If you design it correctly from the 
beginning, with the customer requirements in mind, then everything you do after that is a delta [an 
incremental change in a variable],” she says. “You are always trying to focus the organisation on 
reusing the valuable capabilities you have built, where 90% of it is common and you differentiate only 
where you have to.”

Companies are concentrating on simplifying or consolidating products and services in order to cut 
down complexity, with 35% of companies selecting that option. Intriguingly though, just as many 
respondents said they are simplifying ICT systems, even though technology is only seventh on the list 
of causes of complexity cited by respondents. If ICT is not the biggest cause of complexity, why throw 
the most effort at it?

“We see a lot of organisations investing in technology,” says Dr Trevor. “The reason is that it’s 
relatively easily understood and it’s quite a tangible change, but it’s not enough to change the 
technology, you have to change the softer aspects as well.” 

INSEAD’s Subi Rangan says people tend to treat complex emerging trends as though they were 
technical challenges when they may, in the words of Harvard University’s Ronald Heifetz, be “adaptive 
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challenges”. That is, people need to change their behaviour in order to adapt to them. “Many of the 
complex challenges that we are facing –whether it’s around inclusive growth or around sustainability—
are adaptive challenges,” says Mr Rangan. “What leadership experts teach us is that adaptive change 
requires real leadership while technical change merely requires good management.”

case study  Reinventing Aviva

Aviva is the sixth-largest insurance group in the 
world, but until recently it was a loose federation 
of companies with more than �0 different brands 
across 28 markets. In October 2007 the company’s 
chief executive, Andrew Moss, announced an 
ambitious plan to unite the company under a single 
brand. The programme was called “One Aviva”.

“If you look at Aviva, it is a company that is 
more than 300 years old, so we have a fantastic 
collection of legacy businesses,” says David Rogers, 
group chief accounting officer at Aviva. Among 
those legacy businesses are Norwich Union (UK, 
founded in 1797), Commercial Union Poland and 
Hibernian (Ireland). 

The One Aviva programme’s goals included 
the elimination of complexity and duplication. 
This was achieved in part by introducing shared 
services, creating common business processes 
and rationalising the IT infrastructure. The unified 
enterprise also allowed the firm to improve 
economies of scale and increase purchasing power to 
levels unattainable in its loosely federated state. 

However, to restructure and rebrand a firm the 
size of Aviva is a costly exercise. The advertising 
campaign alone—featuring, among others, Ringo 
Starr, a member of The Beatles band, and the 
actor Bruce Willis—cost between £10m and £20m. 
Running an expensive advertising campaign during 
a global recession may have seemed foolhardy, but 
not to Amanda Mackenzie, the firm’s chief marketing 
officer. “It’s turned out it probably couldn’t have 
been a better time, because there are fewer people 
advertising, so our advertising cuts through more,” 
says Ms Mackenzie. 

The less glamorous side of the programme 
involved changing 10,000 documents to reflect 
the new organisation, renaming 900 funds and 
decommissioning 118 unnecessary product 
systems—not to mention the painful process of 
shedding nearly one-fifth of the workforce. 

The five-year restructuring programme is still 
in progress, but the effort is already paying off. By 
driving out complexity, the firm has achieved £500m 
in cost savings, a year ahead of schedule. And, 
according to the 2010 Brand Finance Global 500 
survey, Aviva is among the top ten most valuable 
brands in the UK. 
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O ur survey shows there has been a small, but not insignificant, shift from the centralised or 
top-down organisational structure to the matrix structure, which is based on connectivity and 

interdependence. Three years ago, 24% of the firms in our survey had a centralised structure and 19% 
had a matrix structure. Today, the popularity of the matrix approach has risen to 2�%, while that of 
the centralised structure has edged down to 22%. Even with this shift, the variety of organisational 
structures—matrix, regionalised, centralised—is fairly evenly spread among the companies in 
our survey. 

Breaking the figures down by region and type of company reveals slight differences. The matrix 
structure is the most common form of organisation at public listed companies (3�%, as opposed to 
2�% on average), and it is more common in Asia (30%) and North America (28%) than in Western 
Europe (20%), possibly reflecting cultural differences.

Of the executives who took part in the survey for this report, 57% say their organisation’s structure 
is adding to complexity. Many of the respondents (47%) say there is confusion over who is responsible 
for what at their firm, and there is considerable duplication of effort, which suggests most firms have 
an organisational structure that is poorly suited to their needs.

But is there an optimal organisational structure? 
“The question should not be: what is the best structure? Instead, it should be: what works best for 
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an organisation, given its context?” says Dr Trevor. “How does it go about creating value and what 
situation does it find itself in?” 

After 20 years of international growth and acquisitions, Old Mutual found itself with a federal 
structure that was not fit for purpose. “Each operating unit had substantial freedom to design 
products, to price those products and to think about risk and governance,” says Mr Birrell, the 
company’s chief risk officer. “In our case, the first thing we had to do to try and reduce complexity was 
to bring in a global standard of governance and a global operating model for governance.”

Insurance companies start taking on risk the moment they design a product. Mr Birrell had to 
ensure that there was a robust process to determine whether or not a new product would deliver value 
to customers and shareholders without exposing the organisation to undue risk. To this end, Old 
Mutual introduced an independent governance process for its products. 

The firm created a new structure called the “strategic controller model”, under which there is 
centralisation of capital management standards, risk profiles and strategies. In the new structure, 
performance is measured more consistently across the entire group. However, there is still a certain 
amount of autonomy in the regions to allow for flexibility in dealing with varying market dynamics.

Earlier, Old Mutual operated like a loose affiliation of organisations under one brand. Today, it is 
a better co-ordinated, integrated company with a higher level of transparency. “What we’re seeing 
is that well managed financial institutions are bringing in a level of centralisation around risk, and 
capital and performance management, but still leaving their local management teams the opportunity 
to move as appropriate in those markets,” says Mr Birrell. “So the customer-facing elements and 
the regulatory-facing elements are controlled in the local markets, but then there is a group overlay 
around the capital and risk side of things. 

According to Dr Trevor of Cambridge Judge Business School, the groundswell of complexity that 
firms are beginning to experience—and trying to cope with—is just the beginning of a longer-term 
trend. Increasing customer demands mean that firms have to be more connected in order to provide 
an “end-to-end” service and they have to be able to offer highly customised products and services. “If 
you’re forced to be more customised and more connected to be competitive, then you’re left with little 
choice,” he says. “You have to have a fit-for-purpose organisational architecture.”

Re-arranging the top table
And it is not just organisational structures that are not fit for purpose at many firms, according to 
INSEAD’s Mr Rangan. In some cases, management teams are not geared to cope with complexity either. 
“We still have one CEO and we still have one executive team of about ten people that has to process—
whether you are a Walmart or a Nokia or a Toyota—immense amounts of information coming from many 
vectors,” he says. 
“The past rewarded specialisation,” says Mr Rangan. “Adam Smith (the 18th-century Scottish moral 
philosopher and author of Wealth of Nations) taught us that specialisation and the division of labour 
is the best thing.” Now, business leaders need to learn more inter-disciplinary, eclectic approaches to 
incorporating new information. Across the world of business, it is still not uncommon to find top-level 
management teams made up of just six or seven members. Often these teams do not have possess 
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case study   Keeping it simple at 
AstraZeneca

When in 2006 David Brennan became chief executive 
of AstraZeneca, he made “externalistion” the core 
of the firm’s strategy. Externalisation means the 
company is committed to gaining access to scientific 
innovation outside its own laboratories, whether 
through partnership or acquisition.

“We have literally hundreds of alliances with 
universities and academic institutions,” says 
Shaun Grady, the firm’s vice-president of strategic 
partnering and business development. “And 
since 2007 we’ve completed around 100 business 
development transactions. That volume of projects 
brings complexity.”

Deciding where to invest “research and 
development[R&D] dollars” is no mean feat. “Do 
you invest in a phase-I clinical asset in oncology 
to strengthen your oncology portfolio, or do you 
look to buy a branded generics business in Asia? 
They’re very different things, with very different 
risk profiles and value-creation opportunities,” says 
Mr Grady.

Before any investment decisions are made, Mr 
Grady’s team has to talk to numerous departments. 
For example, operations have to be consulted to 
see if they can scale up and make the drug. The 
legal department has to be consulted to ensure the 
intellectual property is acceptable and provides 
exclusivity. And commercial managers need to be 
informed so they can develop sales forecasts. In a 

matrix organisation with 60,000 employees, that 
often amounts to a lot of conversations.

A couple of years ago, the firm was struggling 
to cope with the web of investment opportunities. 
People in Mr Grady’s team found themselves 
attending multiple stakeholder briefings at different 
governance groups. “We found ourselves putting 
more time and effort into the internal approval 
process, instead of where we should have been 
focusing our energies, which was with the external 
partner,” says Mr Grady. With most of the partnering 
processes being competitive, responsiveness was 
critical. The firm had to find a quicker, more efficient 
way to get approval for strategic partnerships, or 
lose out to competitors.

To this end, the firm created a central governance 
body: the Portfolio Investment Board (PIB), to 
oversee all R&D investment decisions. The PIB, 
which was set up in March 2010, is led by the chief 
executive and comprises senior executives from the 
R&D, finance and commercial divisions. “What is 
pioneering is that the PIB makes the same decision 
about the progression of the internal programmes 
(drugs in development), as well as the external, in-
licensing or acquisition projects.” 

The PIB has removed a lot of the complexity 
from investment decision-making, ensuring that 
investment is made only in the best prospects for 
new drugs. The new structure is already paying 
off: in November 2010 AstraZeneca scooped two 
prestigious pharmaceuticals industry SCRIP Awards, 
one for Licensing Deal of the Year and the other for 
Best Partnership Alliance of the year.

adequate diversity of experience or up-to-date skills to confront the challenges posed by complexity. 
Perhaps it is time for many firms to look again at the composition of their leadership.
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I f the rise in complexity is part of a longer-term shift from the industrial to the information age, 
this report suggests that many firms are finding it hard to cope with the transition. Complexity is 

getting in the way of effective decision-making and forecasting. It is also increasing risk and the cost 
of doing business. 

In spite of this challenging landscape, most of the executives who took part in the survey for this 
report are at least moderately confident that their firms will be able to weather the complexity storm. 
In fact, more than one in five executives (22%) say their company is “well prepared” for increases in 
complexity—with others progressively less so.

Complexity is on the management agenda at nearly one-half of the firms represented in the survey, 
and many more have launched initiatives to reduce complexity. However, too many companies are still 
focusing on fixing the problems posed by complexity with technological solutions, while sometimes 
overlooking the more difficult “soft” (human or qualitative) side of the challenge. 

Over the next three years, the top three causes of complexity are likely to  be customer demands, 
organic growth and regulation. To overcome these challenges and thrive, business leaders need to 
ensure their organisations are flexible and nimble. 

While side-stepping complexity altogether is neither feasible nor desirable, its impact can be 
managed and controlled. A firm’s business model needs to be as clear and smart as possible and the 
same goes for strategy, reporting lines, accountability, processes, products and services. 

Steve Jobs, chairman and CEO of Apple, the maker of products like the iPhone and the iPod, believes 
simplicity is the ultimate sophistication. But many of Apple’s products are extremely complicated; only 
the complication is masked by a simple user-interface and sleek design. For firms seeking to tackle 
complexity, perhaps not simplicity but simplification – of structures, systems, products and services 
– might be a worthy end goal.

“It is relatively straightforward to create complex processes and structures, and believe that they 
are a smart way of operating,” says Mr Birrell of Old Mutual. “But true genius lies in taking something 
truly complex and converting it into something far simpler without losing the material elements. 
Again, this is a journey which never ends.”

Conclusion
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29

53

16

2

Yes, very complex

Yes, quite complex

Neither complex nor simple

No, not complex

Do you consider your business, as a whole, to be complex? 
(% respondents)

28

58

12

3

0

Yes, has become substantially more complex

Yes, has become somewhat more complex

No change

No, has become somewhat less complex

No, has become substantially less complex

Over the past three years, has your business as a whole become more or less complex, or has it remained the same? 
(% respondents)

20

67

14

Yes, easily

How easily could one of your employees describe your firm’s strategy, structure, operations and products/services to someone 
unfamiliar with the company today and three years ago?
(% respondents)

Today Three years ago

33

52

15

Yes, but with difficulty

No, it is/was too complex
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14

36

34

14

2

Much more complex than your competitors

Within your industry, would you consider your organisation to be more or less complex than that of your competitors today 
and three years ago? 
(% respondents)

Today Three years ago

9

22

50

17

3

I don’t have a view

Less complex than your competitors

About the same as your competitors

Slightly more complex than your competitors

21

50

20

8

1

Fewer than 3

Don’t know

Today Three years ago

27

45

18

8

1

More than 10

Between 7 and 10

Between 3 and 6

How many layers between CEO and front line workers are there at your firm today and three years ago?
(% respondents)

26

59

6

9

Our firm is complex and chaotic

Our firm is complex but ordered

Our firm is simple and ordered

20

48

16

16

Our firm is simple but chaotic

Which of the following best describes your firm today and three years ago? 
(% respondents)

Today Three years ago
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24

22

21

11

2

20

We operate a matrix structure, which groups employees by both product/service and function

Not applicable, we don't operate globally

We are structured by product/service, with functions replicated across each of these

We are structured by country/region, with functions replicated across each of these

We are run out of head office, with centralised functions providing services to each country/region

If your business operates globally, which of the following best describes its organisational structure today and three years ago? 
(% respondents)

24

22

19

13

2

21

Other, please specify

Today Three years ago

The majority of our business processes are standardised across the whole company

We have a considerable duplication of effort across various business functions

It’s easy to work out who is responsible for what in our business

Business complexity is an agenda item on our senior management’s agenda

To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following? 
(% respondents)

13

8

9

14

4201350

2342631

4232440

8222432

Strongly agree Agree Neither agree nor disagree Disagree Strongly disagree

13

44

25

13

4

1

It has made our business significantly more complex

It has made our business somewhat more complex

It has made it neither more complex, nor less complex

It has made our business somewhat less complex

It has made our business significantly less complex

Don’t know

Does your firm’s organisational structure help make your business more complex, or less complex, than it could be? 
(% respondents)
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Making decisions

Changing processes

Changing reporting lines

Introducing new products or services

Recruitment

Forecasting

Budgeting

To what extent has increased complexity affected the following:
(% respondents)

27

29

14

21

9

18

21

4

5

1553

1748

1103243

1162043

2

2

263529

112445

192544

To a large extent To some extent Marginally Not at all Don’t know

41

53

6

Yes

No

Don’t know

Is complexity a barrier to entry in your market (eg, does your organisation’s complexity help to prevent other 
companies/start-ups imitating you)? 
(% respondents)

18

46

20

10

5

It has significantly increased our risk exposure

It has marginally increased our risk exposure

It has had no impact on our risk exposure

It has decreased our risk exposure

Don’t know

What is the impact of organisational complexity on risk management? 
(% respondents)



22 © The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 2011

Appendix
Survey results

The Complexity Challenge
How businesses are bearing up

20

49

27

4

0

Yes. The time it takes has increased significantly in the past three years?

Yes. The time has increased marginally in the past three years

No. The time it takes has remained about the same as it was three years ago

No. It is quicker now

Don’t know

For your own function/department, would you say that complexity has increased the time it takes for a new member of staff to 
reach full productivity? 
(% respondents)

34

52

12

2

Yes, significantly

Yes, marginally

No

Don’t know

Is complexity increasing the overall cost of doing business? 
(% respondents)

5

38

38

8

11

None

Less than 10%

Up to 25%

More than 25%

Don’t know

If the unnecessary organisational complexity and duplication in your company were eliminated, how much of a productivity 
gain do you think would be possible to achieve? 
(% respondents)
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38

33

4

3

27

27

24

22

18

18

17

17

11

8

Increased customer demands (eg, more customisable products/service, better customer service)

Not applicable, our business is not getting more complex

Other, please specify

Increased stakeholder involvement

Broader collaboration

Tougher governance controls

Complex supply chains

Globalisation (issues around increased language, currency, legal systems)

Advances/changes in information and communications technology (ICT)

Increased need for management information and/or reporting

Rapid growth through mergers and acquisitions

Operating in multiple geographies / jurisdictions

Rapid organic growth

Increased regulation

What has been the most likely cause of the rise in complexity in your business over the past three years? Select up to three. 
(% respondents)

Past 3 years Next 3 years

30

25

2

4

25

22

19

17

17

17

16

14

11

8



2� © The Economist Intelligence Unit Limited 2011

Appendix
Survey results

The Complexity Challenge
How businesses are bearing up

52

2

44

43

43

40

40

39

26

24

23

15

1

General management, strategy and business development

Finance

Information technology

Marketing and sales

Customer support and/or service

Operations, production and procurement

Risk management

Human resources

Legal

Supply-chain management

R&D

Other, please specify

Not applicable, our business is not getting more complex

If there has been an increase in complexity in your organisation, which departments would you say have been most impacted? 
Select all that apply. 
(% respondents)

22

59

15

1

3

Well prepared

Marginally well prepared

Unprepared

Don’t know

Not applicable, our business is not getting more complex

If your business is getting more complex, how prepared is your organisation to manage the coming complexity? 
(% respondents)
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35

35

30

30

29

21

20

20

14

11

4

12

Simplifying or consolidating services or product portfolios

Simplifying IT systems

Increasing training (for new services, product lines, ICT systems, legal and regulatory compliance, etc)

Simplifying its business model

Simplifying its strategy

Cutting the number of reporting layers in the organisation

Managing communication overload (eg, setting time-limits on meetings or defining rules around email communication)

Eliminating regional offices and/or centralising certain business functions

Introducing performance incentives that reward simplifying the organisation

Eliminating certain centralised functions and/or devolving to regional offices

Other, please specify

None of the above

Which of the following is your organisation undertaking to tackle complexity internally? Select all that apply. 
(% respondents)

49

44

5

0

1

Private

Public, listed

Public sector organisation

NGO/ charity

Other

Which of the following best describes your company? 
(% respondents)
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1

2

2

2

1

1

2

1

2

1

17

1

20

7

1

8

1

14

8

6

Agriculture and agribusiness

Automotive

Chemicals

Construction and real estate

Consumer goods

Education

Energy and natural resources

Entertainment, media and publishing

Financial services: Banking

Financial services: Insurance

Financial services: Asset/fund management

Government/Public sector

Healthcare, pharmaceuticals and biotechnology

IT and technology

Logistics and distribution

Manufacturing

Professional services

Retailing

Telecommunications

Transportation, travel and tourism

What is your primary industry? 
(% respondents)

46

12

17

8

18

$500m or less

$500m to $1bn

$1bn to $5bn

$5bn to $10bn

$10bn or more

What are your company's annual global revenues in US dollars?
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23

8

7

6

5

3

3

3

3

3

2

2

2

2

2

1

1

1

1

18

2

2

United States of America

India

United Kingdom

Canada

Singapore

China

Australia

Hong Kong

Italy

Sweden

Russia

Portugal

Spain

Switzerland

Germany

Netherlands

South Africa

Austria

Belgium

Mexico

Philippines

Other

In which country are you personally based? 
(% respondents)
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44

37

33

19

3

2

1

2

14

14

12

9

7

4

3

3

Finance

General management

Strategy and business development

Marketing and sales

Risk

IT

Operations and production

Customer service

R&D

Information and research

Legal

Supply-chain management

Human resources

Sustainability and/or environment

Procurement

Other

What are your main functional roles? 
(% respondents)

5

15

25

0

12

21

8

14

Board member

CEO/President/Managing director

CFO/Treasurer/Comptroller

CIO/Technology director

Other C-level executive

SVP/VP/Director

Head of business unit

Head of department

Which of the following best describes your job title? 
(% respondents)
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20

8

12

25

13

17

4

Decreased

No change

Less than 5% increase

5-10% increase

11-20% increase

More than 20% increase

Don’t know

How has your firm's EBITDA (earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and amortisation) changed over the past three years? 
(% respondents)

29

29

28

5

4

4

North America

Western Europe

Asia-Pacific

Middle East and Africa

Latin America

Eastern Europe

In which region are you personally based?  
(% respondents)
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