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Decentralised organisations are not a new 
phenomenon, but everyone is talking about 

a new type of organisation called a DAO, a 
blockchain-based decentralised autonomous 
organisation. From membership collectives, to 
buying and running a basketball team, DAO’s 
have grown rapidly, turbocharged by the rapid 
acceleration of web3 and blockchain. Research 
by ConsenSys show that, in 2021, DAOs surged 
and now collectively have about a million 
members while the top 20 groups have 14 
billion USD in digital assets. Uniswap, which  
has more than 275,000 members and 1 billion 
USD in revenue, has set up a DAO to allow 
participation in various levels of engagement 
and governance. 

In the same way that play-to-earn is redefining 
how people earn income in a digital world, DAOs 
are redefining how we organise, and even the 
idea of employment itself. At a moment in time 
when employee engagement is at an all-time low 
and attrition at all-time highs, what can we learn 
from this new trend that young, savvy knowledge 
workers are flocking to in droves? How do you 
compete for talent when people would rather be 
a member of an income-producing collective 
than an employee with a boss?

1m
in 2021, DAOs surged and 
now collectively have about  
a million members 

What is a DAO?
What exactly is a DAO? A network, a 

company, a management philosophy? 
Blockchain hype attached to the same old 
practices as your local co-op? 

According to a16z, an early investor, DAOs 
are ‘internet-native, global collectives that share 
resources, build products, and work together 
toward common goals’. Decisions are governed 
by proposals and voting to ensure everyone in 
the organisation has a voice on things like 
admission of new members, upgrades, or how 
to spend the treasury of tokens. People join with 
clear rules laid out by the protocol and no one 
can change it on a whim. 

Gabe Quintela is head of Partnerships at  
FWB (Friends With Benefits), one of the most 
well-known DAOs. This membership community 
of web3 designers requires an application and 
for participants to buy the token (essentially like 
buying shares in the company). Members then 
collaborate on projects and design protocols for 
splitting of revenue.

Decentralization has not only an administrative value,  
but also a civic dimension, since it increases the 
opportunities for citizens to take interest in public affairs…

A. De Tocqueville
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‘I started out as a member, looked around 
and felt that they would benefit from the 
partnerships experience that I developed 
through my work at Summit and elsewhere. 
After looking at what they had and had not done  
and asking questions in the chat groups, I put 
together a proposal, a project plan and the 
budget to do it. The community voted to go 
forward,’ Quintela said on a recent webinar.

DAOs have both advantages and 
disadvantages compared to traditional 
companies. On the one hand, they offer a way 
for more people to contribute flexibly in a way 
that is oriented around skills vs job descriptions. 
Anyone can be engaged who cares about the 
mission of the company and is willing to put in 
the effort. On the flip side, setting up a DAO 
takes a lot of thought and coordination around 
processes and how to gain value from 
community contributions. 

DAOs vs. Traditional Companies

The simplest way to describe how a DAO 
works is to compare it to a company:

Org structure
• Company: Hierarchical structure led  

 by the CEO and other executives. 
• DAO: Flat structure led by a group of  

 core contributors.

Decision-making
• Company: Management approves  

 proposals and makes decisions behind  
 closed doors.

• DAO: Members submit proposals and  
 vote on them using DAO tokens in public.

Onboarding
• Company: Candidates need to apply  

 and pass interviews to get hired.
• DAO: Some DAOs let anyone join while  

 others require a minimum number of  
 tokens. Tokens can be bought or  
 earned by contributing to the DAO  
 (e.g., taking meeting notes).

Career advancement
• Company: Employees need to climb  

 the corporate ladder to get promoted.
• DAO: Members can start contributing  

 right away to gain the trust of core  
 contributors and get paid once they  
 figure out the value they can provide.

Compensation
• Company: Most employees work full  

 time and are compensated through  
 salary and stock.

• DAO: Most contributors work part-time  
 and are compensated through DAO  
 tokens or other cryptocurrencies (e.g.,  
 stablecoins).

Source: https://www.odysseydao.com/pathways/dao
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The Benefits of a DAO
In a perfect world, DAOs can have triple 

bottom line benefits. The kind of benefits for 
individuals, organisations, and society that we at 
the FutureWork Forum define as crucial to craft 
the DNA of work.

For individuals, DAOs allow you to own the 
value you create by letting you craft your very own 
job description and letting others vote on whether 
or not they feel it will be valuable. They allow you  
to earn more if you are a value creator and can 
convince the community of it. For example, 
OdysseyDAO started as a loose collective of 
members to educate people about web3. As it 
grows, they learn about new technologies, co-create 
lessons and are now launching paid courses. 

For organisations, DAOs help a core group 
embed a culture of community ownership. John 
Patrick Mullin, the founder of MantraDAO, says 
that his company has traditional employee 
contracts and processes required by law in the 
multiple jurisdictions where his company 
operates. But being a DAO has also forced them 
to think about ways to engage the wider 
community in product development, 
proselytisation, and engagement. The knock-on 
effect is that he has a ready group of people who 
know MantraDAO’s mission. He has successfully 
hired freelancers who are community members 
and can add value fast. Mullins says it is 
ultimately about culture. As the company builds 
its community-governed financial platform, a 
DAO fits with the company values and ideals. 

Finally, for society, distributed ownership 
may lead to better equality and the ability for all 
people to share in the upsides of ownership, but 
also, potentially, the downsides. Like gig work, 
the atomisation of work can lead to precarity 
with income reliant on the next proposal that the 
community accepts. However, DAO members 
are often paid in tokens that can increase in value 
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like equity. DAOs are also, by their nature, 
communities. Often when people cannot work,  
the DAO will step up to find a solution that feels 
fair and reasonable for the community member  
in order to retain that person on the project in  
the longer term.

What can we learn from DAOs?
One of the greatest problems facing 

organisations today is to recruit and retain 
people in a well-functioning organisation, rally 
them around a common purpose, and produce 
long-term sustainable profit. 

It sounds simple, yet with engagement at 
all-time lows and people resigning in record 
numbers, clearly the recruit, rally, and retain 
portion of that equation is one that leaders are 
struggling with at all levels.

Some traditional executives look at new 
startups with the disdain of a passing fashion 
fad. Khakis? Yes, I’m sure those are nice but we 
wear suits here. Likewise management trends 
can feel like something to ignore or wait out. 

However, these trends can show us the 
answers to questions that otherwise stymie us. 
What do people want? Why are good people 
leaving? How can we make them stay?

While most traditional companies will not 
become a DAO, the format provides some 
interesting insights into how to motivate 
people to contribute. DAOs are also changing 
employee expectations around work, decision-
making, and ownership of value creation in 
ways that may help traditional leaders unlock 
value in their own organisations. 

Looking at what DAOs offer can give us some 
clues as to the underlying needs of today’s 
employees. What are the defining features that 
attract people to the best DAOs?

These organisations:
- Align everyone around a common purpose
- Allow people to dive in to do what they are   

 best at
- Have clear ways for people to own their   

 contributions
- Provide the flexibility to do work as you can
- Automate the processes by which the   

 broader group makes decisions
As Jennifer Vessels of the Executive Growth 

Alliance says, ‘This is basically what the 
millennials have been asking for 15 years.’ 

Does it seem like an impossible proposition 
for more traditional organisations? One 
innovative nonprofit doesn’t think so. Ashoka’s 
Changemaker platform is a global NGO with 
thousands of members. It trains members in its 
ecosystem in core skills like facilitation and then 
hires them to run its workshops. In addition, active 
members are invited to join a paid core team 
where they are invited to craft a job that creates 
the greatest contribution they can depending on 
the needs they see and the expertise they bring.  
A lot like a DAO, but without the blockchain.
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One of the greatest problems facing 
organisations today is to recruit and retain 
people in a well-functioning organisation, 
rally them around a common purpose, 
and produce long-term sustainable profit

What can you do?
What is a leader to do? The executives  

I spoke to in DAOs all had experience in 
traditional companies and had ideas of what 
they might do differently if they were back  
at a traditional company.

1. Reflect on your own Leadership and   
 working style – what would change about   
 the way you led if you were heading a DAO?  
 If the future of work is decentralised and   
 autonomous, do you have the capabilities   
 to bring people together without authority   
 to accomplish great work? Write down what  
 you might do differently.

2. Experiment. It’s not necessary to form a   
 DAO in order to participate. Many of the   
 lessons from DAOs can apply to traditional  
 workplaces. Review your processes to ask  
 if there is a benefit to introducing some of   
 these concepts, like voting on proposals or  
 job crafting, into your organisation.

3. Learn. Set up or join your own learning   
 group for these topics to learn, share,   
 experiment with those ideas you feel have   
 possible benefits for your organisation. You  
 can even join one of the popular learning   
 DAOs like Odyssey, Rabbithold or Invisible   
 College.

There are many new ways of working and 
earning on the horizon – DAOs, metaverse, and 
play-to-earn to name a few. Leaders who can 
learn from the changes around them and 
capture the fluidity of today’s brightest talent 
will win the day.
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