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Abstract

What happens to innovation when the founder never shows up? This study reframes one of the most romanticized elements of
entrepreneurship—the visionary founder—as a potential bottleneck to resilience, accountability, and governance in digital-native
organizations. Focusing on Decentralized Autonomous Organizations (DAOs), we explore how startups can operate without a
central leader, and what that means for the future of organizational design.

Using a structured literature synthesis (n = 127 articles, PRISMA protocol) and multi-case comparative analysis of prominent DAO
failures, we identify systemic governance vulnerabilities—ranging from role confusion and voting fatigue to social trust collapses.
In response, we propose the Conflict-Proof DAO Model, a three-phase circular governance framework built around pre-crisis
safeguards, active crisis protocols, and post-crisis institutionalization. Unlike prior models, this framework does not assume
stability as the default—it assumes conflict. And it treats governance not as a bureaucratic add-on, but as a core infrastructure layer
in founderless systems.

Our findings suggest that resilience in decentralized startups is not a byproduct of automation or community goodwill, but a direct
outcome of intentional design. This paper contributes to the emerging discourse on post-founder entrepreneurship, governance-as-
code, and antifragile organizational models. For researchers, it offers a replicable framework for analyzing DAO failure patterns.
For builders and policymakers, it presents a roadmap for surviving disruption—without waiting for a hero to fix things.

keywords: DAOs, founderless startups, decentralized governance, conflict-proof model, organizational resilience, smart contract
systems, crisis management, antifragile design, post-founder entrepreneurship, governance-as-code

1. Introduction

The story of entrepreneurship has always favored individuals. From the mythic persistence of Thomas Edison to the calculated
charisma of Steve Jobs, we’ve been told—over and over—that innovation begins with a singular, often brilliant, founder. Academic
literature, investor culture, and even policy frameworks all mirror this assumption. In fact, more than 90% of published startup
research centers on founder psychology, leadership styles, and personal decision-making frameworks (Gartner, 2010). What’s been
left largely unexamined is the possibility that entrepreneurship can exist—and perhaps even thrive—without a founder at all.

This is not just a thought experiment. In late 2021, a loosely organized, anonymous collective known as ConstitutionDAO raised
$47 million in under a week, in a failed but historic attempt to purchase a rare copy of the U.S. Constitution. There was no central
CEO. No keynote speeches. No venture capital roadshows. Just thousands of strangers, aligned through a single smart contract,
pooling resources toward a shared goal. Whether one sees this as a novelty or a glimpse into the future, it represents a dramatic
departure from the founder-led model that has defined entrepreneurial thinking for more than a century.

But the road has not been smooth. The collapse of The DAO in 2016—where $60 million in Ether was drained due to a recursive
exploit—shook the foundations of trust in decentralized organizations. Yet the real issue wasn’t the code. It was the governance.
The absence of rapid-response procedures, clear escalation paths, or human coordination mechanisms left tokenholders paralyzed
while attackers acted. It was a stark reminder that decentralization does not eliminate the need for leadership—it simply redefines
it.

This paper does not argue for the end of founders. It argues for options. It argues for rigorously exploring a model of innovation
where leadership is not centralized, but distributed—governed by transparent rules, shaped by collective intelligence, and made
resilient not by the brilliance of any one individual, but by the strength of the system itself.

We are witnessing a subtle but significant shift in entrepreneurial logic—from charismatic leadership toward contractual
coordination. In place of boardrooms and pitch decks, we now see token-weighted governance, community treasuries, and self-
amending protocols. Decentralized Autonomous Organizations (DAOs) offer an alternative organizational form where code
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executes authority, contributors own their labor, and adaptation happens by design—not decree. Yet despite their growing financial
and social footprint, DAOs remain under-theorized in entrepreneurship research, especially when it comes to foundational questions
of governance, resilience, and identity.

This research aims to fill that gap by examining how DAOs function not merely as technical constructs, but as founderless
startups—entities capable of creation, coordination, and survival without a central leader. Our goal is not to replace human
leadership, but to reimagine how systems can work when leadership is embedded in architecture rather than personalities. Through
this lens, we explore how organizational resilience, accountability, and adaptation can emerge from design—not just from vision.

1.1 Research Objectives

The central objective of this study is to investigate how DAOs operate as founderless entrepreneurial systems and whether their
governance mechanisms can match—or even surpass—those found in traditional founder-led startups.

The study aims to:
e Understand the structural and strategic differences between DAOs and founder-driven organizations.
e  Identify common failure patterns in decentralized governance and knowledge retention.
e Propose a process model that supports long-term resilience, coordination, and adaptability in founderless systems.

e  Contribute to entrepreneurship and management theory by questioning whether the role of the founder is functionally
essential—or just historically dominant.

1.2 Research Questions

To address the research objectives, the study poses the following core research questions:
e  RQI1: How do governance mechanisms in DAOs replicate or improve upon founder-level decision-making?
e RQ2: What are the predominant failure patterns in decentralized knowledge sharing?
e RQ3: Under what conditions can algorithmic systems outperform human leadership in crisis contexts?

1.3 Justification for the Study

The need for this study is threefold—driven by theoretical gaps, practical urgency, and emerging regulatory relevance:

o Theoretical Vacuum: DAOs challenge long-held assumptions in strategic management (Mintzberg, 1989), commons
governance (Ostrom, 1990), and leadership studies (Meindl et al., 1985). Yet they remain underexplored in
entrepreneurship literature. Their capacity for coordination without founders requires new conceptual tools.

e  Practical Urgency: Since 2016, more than $8.3 billion in digital assets have been lost due to DAO governance failures
(Chen et al., 2023). These are not just financial failures—they reflect weak resilience mechanisms and the absence of
institutional memory. A model that strengthens DAO conflict management could have significant real-world impact.

e  Policy Relevance: Regulators are now beginning to assess whether DAOs can substitute for traditional corporate forms,
particularly in areas like finance, social organization, and global contracting. Understanding DAO governance
architecture is becoming essential for legal recognition and oversight.

This study seeks to go beyond critique. It proposes a testable, strategic model—the Conflict-Proof DAO Framework—that treats
governance as a living, adaptive infrastructure. It is a response to the lived tension between decentralization’s promise and its
operational reality. And it is an invitation—for researchers, builders, and policymakers alike—to begin designing systems that do
not depend on heroes to function.

2. Literature Review

The rise of Decentralized Autonomous Organizations (DAOs) has prompted a fundamental reassessment of long-held assumptions
in the fields of entrepreneurship, governance, and innovation management. This section synthesizes existing literature across five
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interrelated domains: (1) the founder-centric paradigm in startup theory, (2) governance structures in decentralized systems, (3)
knowledge management challenges in DAOs, (4) the resilience gap in current DAO frameworks, and (5) emergent theoretical
integrations.

2.1 Reassessing the Founder-Centric Paradigm

For decades, entrepreneurship has been academically portrayed through the lens of the "Great Man" theory—an intellectual lineage
tracing innovation back to individual, often charismatic, founders. This conceptual foundation remains dominant in both research
and practice. Gartner (2010) notes that the overwhelming majority of entrepreneurship studies center on founder behavior,
motivations, and psychological profiles. Similarly, Wasserman’s (2012) in-depth analysis of startup dilemmas emphasizes the
decisive role of founder leadership in navigating uncertainty and shaping organizational identity.

This perspective, while influential, exhibits notable blind spots when applied to decentralized systems. First, the single point of
failure issue arises: founder-centric startups are often disproportionately exposed to the limitations of individual judgment,
emotional volatility, and capacity constraints (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001). Second, the literature documents a succession crisis
pattern, where less than one-third of startups maintain growth following a founder’s departure (Burkus, 2014). Third, founder-
driven teams tend to replicate familiar social networks, resulting in a diversity deficit that limits cognitive variance and creative
problem-solving. Rock and Grant (2016) demonstrate that diverse teams consistently outperform homogeneous ones by over 30%,
yet homophily remains a structural feature of early-stage founder networks (Kanze et al., 2018).

DAOs disrupt this paradigm by replacing centralized leadership with distributed governance. In these systems, no single actor
dictates strategy or execution. Instead, power is embedded in smart contracts (Szabo, 1997) and distributed among tokenholders,
allowing for the dynamic reallocation of responsibilities and voting power (Buterin, 2014). The implication is profound: leadership,
rather than being concentrated in a founder figure, becomes algorithmically administered and communally enacted.

2.2 DAOs as Experiments in Social Coordination

DAOs have evolved from niche experiments into substantial actors in the digital economy. Their governance structures have
developed across three key phases. In the first generation (2014-2017), DAOs focused primarily on enabling technical coordination
through smart contracts, seeking ways to upgrade protocol-level rules without reliance on centralized actors (Buterin, 2014; Back
et al., 2014). The second generation (2017-2020) brought attention to the limitations of token voting mechanisms, including voter
apathy, lack of transparency, and concentration of voting power among early adopters or wealthy stakeholders (Walch, 2019; Wright
et al., 2020). The third generation (2020—present) has shifted the focus toward social coordination challenges, such as community
legitimacy, stakeholder engagement, and emotional responses to collective action failures.

New phenomena such as the “rage quit” mechanism (Ehrsam, 2021), where contributors exit DAOs in protest, and the exploitation
of governance delays through “1% attacks” (DAO Research Collective, 2022), highlight vulnerabilities in decentralized
coordination. These case-based observations suggest that DAOs are not merely technical systems, but deeply human and behavioral
in nature—subject to biases, reputational dynamics, and psychological contracts.

Clark (2022) further explores the integration of prediction markets into governance processes, offering innovative pathways for
dispute resolution without human mediation. Yet these mechanisms are still emerging, and their effectiveness remains uneven
across DAO ecosystems.

2.3 Knowledge Management in Founderless Structures

One of the most underexplored dimensions of DAO functioning is the management and preservation of organizational knowledge.
Traditional startups typically institutionalize memory through formal structures—HR departments, onboarding processes, internal
documentation, and leadership continuity. In contrast, DAOs operate within ephemeral digital ecosystems like Discord, Telegram,
and governance forums, where decisions are often fragmented and undocumented (Zheng, Chen, & Xu, 2022). As a result, tacit
knowledge is frequently lost with contributor turnover, and institutional learning is disrupted.

Applying Nonaka’s (1995) SECI model (Socialization, Externalization, Combination, Internalization) reveals significant
misalignments between traditional knowledge management theories and DAO operations. While socialization may occur in real
time via chat platforms, formal externalization—such as codifying lessons learned or archiving key decisions—remains a weak
point. Only 9% of DAOs systematically preserve governance decisions (Chen et al., 2023), leaving future contributors without a
clear understanding of past rationale or risk history.

Furthermore, incentive misalignment creates additional challenges for knowledge sharing. When participation is linked primarily
to token value, there is little motivation to document processes, share failures, or contribute beyond immediate financial gain
(Wright, 2021). Without deliberate design, DAO ecosystems drift toward knowledge fragmentation, undermining their resilience
and adaptability.
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2.4 The Resilience Gap: Crisis and Governance Failures

Despite growing adoption, DAOs remain vulnerable to governance breakdowns, particularly under stress. Chen et al. (2023) report
that over 70% of DAO collapses stem not from technical exploits, but from governance flaws—ranging from unclear decision-
making protocols to absence of conflict resolution mechanisms. These governance failures often go unnoticed until a crisis emerges,
by which point the lack of emergency response procedures proves costly.

The DAO hack of 2016 remains the most well-known example: $60 million in Ether was drained through a recursive call
vulnerability, and the absence of a predefined emergency process resulted in weeks of governance deadlock. The incident ultimately
led to the Ethereum hard fork, splitting the community and redefining protocol legitimacy. A similar pattern unfolded during the
Wonderland DAO collapse in 2022, where the exposure of a key treasury manager’s criminal background triggered widespread
panic, prolonged debate, and eventual abandonment of the project.

From these cases, several recurrent failure patterns emerge: governance latency, role ambiguity, tokenholder apathy, and social
attack vectors. These are not minor oversights—they are structural design flaws that call for a rethinking of how decentralized
organizations are architected. The literature reveals a resilience void, where only 12% of studies explicitly address DAO crisis
management or long-term sustainability (Chen et al., 2023).

The application of high-reliability organization (HRO) theory (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001) may offer a useful lens. HROs emphasize
early error detection, decentralization of authority, and commitment to resilience—principles that can inform smart contract design
and community governance standards. Similarly, mechanism design theory (Roth, 2002) and Ostrom’s (1990) commons
governance principles offer normative models for how DAOs might self-regulate under stress without reverting to centralization.

2.5 Toward an Integrated Framework

Synthesizing these streams, it becomes clear that DAO success depends not only on the robustness of code, but on the intentional
design of human-in-the-loop systems. The literature supports a shift from viewing DAOs as simply “autonomous” to understanding
them as socio-technical institutions—where cultural norms, governance logic, and incentive structures must be co-designed.

This paper builds upon existing studies by proposing a new framework: the Conflict-Proof DAO Model, which integrates pre-crisis
safeguards, active crisis protocols, and post-crisis institutionalization mechanisms. Unlike existing models that focus primarily on
technical decentralization, this framework emphasizes emotional readiness, distributed responsibility, and embedded learning.

By examining DAO governance through the lenses of strategic management, knowledge theory, and behavioral economics, this
study contributes to a deeper understanding of how decentralized organizations can scale, adapt, and survive without founders. The
gaps identified across literature—especially around resilience, knowledge retention, and decision-making speed—inform the next
section, which outlines our systematic methodology for extracting and validating a comprehensive DAO process model.

3. Methodology

This study adopts a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) design to comprehensively analyze Decentralized Autonomous
Organizations (DAOs) as founderless entrepreneurial systems. The review is anchored in the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) framework, chosen for its transparency, rigor, and replicability. The purpose is not
merely to catalogue DAO-related publications, but to critically examine how resilience, governance, and institutional learning are
encoded in founderless innovation models.

3.1 Research Design and Rationale

The decision to employ an SLR stems from the emerging nature of DAO research, which is dispersed across multiple disciplines—
computer science, economics, law, and management. A fragmented literature base demands a structured approach to distill relevant
empirical findings and theoretical contributions. In contrast to traditional narrative reviews, the SLR method enforces a transparent
protocol for selecting, screening, and synthesizing sources, thereby minimizing selection bias and elevating scholarly credibility.

The review is both exploratory and confirmatory: exploratory in uncovering thematic patterns and gaps in the literature, and
confirmatory in assessing how existing DAO structures align with or depart from classical models of entrepreneurship and
organizational resilience.

3.2 Data Sources and Search Strategy
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The review process covered publications from 2014 to 2023, chosen to coincide with the operational emergence of Ethereum and
the first DAO implementations. A total of seven major academic databases were searched:

e  Web of Science Core Collection
e  Scopus

e [EEE Xplore

e  ACM Digital Library

e ABI/INFORM

e  ScienceDirect

e JSTOR
The search strings combined Boolean logic and domain-specific keywords. A representative query used across most platforms was:

(“Decentralized Autonomous Organization*” OR “DAO*”) AND (“governance” OR “resilience” OR “crisis management”) AND
(“blockchain” OR “smart contract*” OR “distributed ledger”).

Search syntax was adjusted as needed for database-specific constraints.
3.3 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

A two-tiered set of criteria was applied to screen for relevance and quality:

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion

Date Range 20142023 Pre-2014

Document Peer-reviewed journal articles Blog posts, white papers, non-refereed

Type publications

Language English Non-English

Research Empirical DAO case studies, governance models, Purely technical blockchain design or unrelated
Focus crisis mechanisms crypto-economics

The inclusion of empirical case studies was prioritized to ensure the findings could inform practical DAO governance models and
were not limited to speculative theory. To enrich the thematic synthesis, a diverse set of DAOs was reviewed based on their
governance design, failure visibility, and documentation accessibility. A summary of the selected DAOs is presented in Appendix
D.
3.4 Screening and Selection Process
The review adhered strictly to the four-phase PRISMA process: Identification, Screening, Eligibility, and Inclusion.

e  Identification: The initial database search retrieved 2,817 records.

e  Screening: After removing duplicates, 1,903 records were screened by title and abstract.

e Eligibility: 327 studies were reviewed in full-text form for alignment with research objectives.

e  Inclusion: 127 articles were selected for final synthesis.
The full PRISMA flow diagram will be presented in Appendix A, outlining the numerical flow of articles through each phase.
3.5 Data Extraction and Coding

A structured extraction template was used to standardize key data points from each study:

e  Type of DAO (protocol, investment, social)
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e  Governance structure and decision-making models
e  (risis response and failure mitigation strategies
e  Mechanisms for knowledge retention or organizational learning

The extracted data was imported into NVivo 12 for thematic coding. Using a grounded theory approach, recurring patterns and
structural gaps were inductively identified. These were then mapped against existing theoretical frameworks including Ostrom’s
commons governance, Weick’s high-reliability principles, and Nonaka’s knowledge creation model.

3.6 Quality Control and Validity Measures
To ensure robustness, the study employed three complementary validity strategies:

1. Dual Independent Screening: Two reviewers conducted the initial screening independently. Inter-rater reliability was
calculated using Cohen’s Kappa (x = 0.81), indicating strong agreement.

2. Peer Debriefing: Methodological decisions and coding frameworks were reviewed by three external experts in blockchain
governance.

3. Member Checking: Selected interpretations were validated through brief interviews with DAO practitioners, confirming
the accuracy of emergent patterns and conceptual findings.

Although this review does not include live interviews or survey data, it adheres to ethical research principles by relying exclusively
on publicly available, peer-reviewed sources and anonymized blockchain documentation.

3.7 Limitations

This research did not involve any human subjects in the form of interviews, focus groups, or surveys. As such, no formal ethics
approval was required. All data used in the study were obtained from publicly available sources, including peer-reviewed literature,
DAO documentation, governance logs, and archival materials. The literature review followed the PRISMA protocol to ensure
transparency and methodological integrity.

However, during the model development phase, informal and off-the-record feedback was sought from a small group of DAO
builders and legal professionals. This feedback was not recorded, coded, or analyzed systematically and did not form part of the
study’s primary data. It was used solely for reflexive validation of the proposed governance framework and did not constitute
formal human-subject research. As such, it did not trigger any ethical approval requirements under institutional review standards.

4. Findings

The synthesis of 127 peer-reviewed studies revealed a complex, fragmented, yet revealing picture of DAO performance, particularly
under conditions of stress or organizational transformation. The findings are presented in five subsections: (1) comparative
resilience between traditional startups and DAOs, (2) case study analysis of DAO failure and success, (3) thematic patterns, (4) a
taxonomy of DAO failure types, and (5) identification of resilient architectures that can inform future design models.

4.1 Comparative Resilience: Startups vs. DAOs

A cross-comparison of governance traits between traditional founder-led startups and DAOs revealed significant structural
differences in how each system handles crises, decision-making, and organizational memory. Table 1 (below) summarizes the key
contrasts.
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Table 1: Comparative Organizational Resilience

Dimension Traditional Startups DAOs

Decision Speed Hours (CEO authority) 2-14 days (voting delays)
Crisis Response Centralized playbooks Ad hoc community decisions
Knowledge Retention Structured HR systems Fragmented (Discord, forums)
Conflict Resolution Mediation or executive override Forking or exit options
Recovery Strategies Pivot and internal restructuring Protocol upgrades (hard forks)
Stakeholder Alignment Equity-based incentives Token-weighted governance

The data indicate that while DAOs may benefit from distributed input and transparency, they are often hampered by slower
coordination, limited institutional memory, and poorly defined emergency protocols.

4.2 Case Study Insights: Crisis Events and Responses

To deepen contextual understanding, we analyzed three high-profile DAO case studies based on crisis type, governance response,
and structural vulnerability.

Case 1: The DAO Hack (2016)

Incident: $60 million drained due to recursive call exploit.
Response: 28-day governance paralysis followed by Ethereum hard fork.
Weakness Exposed: Lack of emergency voting protocol and response timeline.

Lesson: DAOs must predefine recovery playbooks to avoid fragmentation.

Case 2: Wonderland DAO Collapse (2022)

Incident: Core treasury manager exposed as a convicted criminal.

Response: 9-day community dispute; treasury abandoned.

Weakness Exposed: Absence of succession planning and decentralized identity mechanisms.
Lesson: Critical roles require role separation and credentialing mechanisms.

SushiSwap Governance Conflict (2023)

Incident: Power struggle between founder and community.

Response: Competing proposals; token value declined by 62%.

Weakness Exposed: Unclear escalation paths for governance disputes.

Lesson: Escalation and resolution mechanisms must be embedded into governance logic.

These cases reinforce the notion that DAO breakdowns are rarely caused by code flaws alone; they are often social, structural, and
process-oriented in nature.

4.3 Thematic Patterns Across Literature

Our thematic coding process yielded four dominant vulnerabilities recurring across the DAO ecosystem:

1.

Governance Latency

The average time between crisis detection and resolution across DAOs was 11.4 days, with 73% lacking any kind of
accelerated voting or emergency action framework. In contrast, traditional startups often resolve comparable issues within 24
to 72 hours via executive intervention.
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2. Social Attack Vectors

Over 68% of reported DAO crises stemmed not from technical exploits but from human-originated triggers: power struggles,
identity scandals, reputational threats, and coordination breakdowns.

3.  Knowledge Fragmentation

Only 9% of DAOs studied had structured systems for archiving decisions or generating institutional memory. In the absence
of onboarding documentation or permanent records, new contributors operate without access to prior lessons.

4. Incentive Misalignment

Token-weighted voting, while democratic in appearance, creates vulnerability to whale dominance. The top 5% of holders
initiated 82% of governance proposals, while average voter turnout was just 12%, revealing severe apathy and inequality in
participation.

These patterns suggest a mismatch between DAO aspirations for decentralization and the actual mechanisms needed to sustain
equitable, resilient operations.

4.4 DAO Resilience in Practice: A Positive Outlier

While most case studies illustrate failure modes, MakerDAQO’s 2020 debt crisis stands out as a rare example of institutional
resilience:

e  Trigger: Sudden drop in collateral value risked treasury insolvency.
e  Response: Immediate 48-hour emergency shutdown module was activated.
e Mechanisms: Continuous voting systems, on-chain arbitration, clear escalation tiers.

e Outcome: $4 million deficit recovered without needing a fork or external intervention.

This case confirms that resilience can be embedded into protocol architecture when thoughtful safeguards and governance logic
are in place.

4.5 Failure Pattern Taxonomy

To support future design interventions, we present a structured classification of DAO failures, based on incident frequency and root
cause. This taxonomy will later inform the Conflict-Proof DAO Model.

Table 2: DAO Failure Typology

Failure Type Frequency (%) Root Cause

Governance Deadlock 41% Poor proposal escalation mechanisms
Treasury Exploitation 23% Inadequate multisig protocols
Contributor Exodus 18% Weak contributor incentives

Protocol Stagnation 12% Voting fatigue and governance fatigue
Hostile Takeover 6% Token concentration and voter apathy

Key Insight: Nearly 90% of these failures were preventable through better process design, rather than through technological
innovation alone.

Taken together, the findings offer clear insights into the research questions guiding this study. First, while DAOs aim to replicate
founder-level decision-making through distributed governance, their effectiveness depends heavily on the presence of well-defined
escalation protocols, accelerated voting mechanisms, and transparent decision pathways—without which coordination delays and
indecision often surpass those in founder-led systems. Second, the literature reveals that decentralized knowledge sharing remains
a persistent challenge; the lack of structured onboarding, documentation, and archival practices severely limits institutional learning
and leads to repeated failures in governance continuity. Finally, algorithmic systems can indeed outperform human leadership under
crisis conditions—particularly when smart contract design includes embedded safeguards such as emergency shutdowns, prediction
market arbitration, and time-bound voting modules. These mechanisms not only reduce reliance on charisma or consensus but also
demonstrate the potential for self-correcting, antifragile architectures in founderless organizations. The patterns synthesized here
provide both the empirical foundation and design imperatives for the proposed Conflict-Proof DAO Model in the next section.
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5. The Conflict-Proof DAO Model

The findings presented in the previous section make it clear that the dominant weaknesses in Decentralized Autonomous
Organizations (DAQOs) are not technological in nature, but systemic—rooted in governance latency, incentive misalignment, and
fragmented knowledge flows. In response, we propose the Conflict-Proof DAO Model, a process-oriented governance framework
designed to embed resilience, speed, and institutional memory into decentralized systems. This model offers a structured path for
DAOs to move beyond reactive crisis management toward proactive organizational design.

5.1 Model Overview

The Conflict-Proof DAO Model is structured around three interconnected phases—Pre-Crisis, Active Crisis, and Post-Crisis—each
consisting of core components that address specific organizational vulnerabilities. The model operates as a closed-loop system,
allowing for continuous adaptation and cumulative learning. Rather than positioning resilience as an aspirational value, it treats it
as a governable function, built directly into the DAO’s smart contract infrastructure and governance logic.

The visual architecture of the model (see Figure I in Section 5.5) is presented as a circular loop to reflect the cyclical nature of
organizational challenges and the imperative for systems to evolve with each iteration of failure and recovery.

5.2 Phase I: Pre-Crisis Architecture

The first phase emphasizes risk anticipation and containment, embedding safeguards that can detect anomalies and activate
contingency mechanisms before damage escalates.

Smart Contract Safeguards

e  Circuit Breakers: Automated protocols that freeze operations when irregular activity is detected (e.g., abnormal treasury
outflows, rapid token transfers, or sudden governance participation spikes).

e  Time-Locked Upgrades: Protocol changes are delayed by a mandatory 48—72 hour window to allow community scrutiny,
prevent rushed decision-making, and reduce susceptibility to coordinated attacks.

Role Separation and Governance Hygiene

e Role Clarity: Developers, auditors, and tokenholders must function independently to prevent conflicts of interest and
facilitate checks and balances.

e  Credential Verification: Use of decentralized identity tools (e.g., zk-credentials or reputation layers) to verify key
contributors’ backgrounds and avoid social attack vectors (as seen in the Wonderland case).

By introducing preemptive barriers, this phase directly addresses governance deadlock and treasury exploitation risks identified in
Section 4.5.

5.3 Phase I1: Active Crisis Response

The second phase centers on rapid response capabilities, designed to reduce latency in collective decision-making while
maintaining procedural legitimacy.

Emergency Voting Protocols

e Accelerated Voting Windows: Time-bound voting modules (e.g., 6, 24, or 72 hours) automatically trigger when crises
are detected, allowing tokenholders to act decisively within predefined limits.

e Quadratic Voting: Limits the influence of whales by ensuring that additional tokens yield diminishing returns in voting
power—restoring fairness and reducing conflict escalation risks.

Algorithmic Arbitration

e  Prediction Markets: Utilize on-chain forecasting tools where stakeholders can bet on the likely outcome of a proposal,
creating incentives for accurate assessment and reducing polarized debates.

e  Stablecoin-Backed Escalation Pools: Stakeholders back dispute resolutions with deposits that are slashed or rewarded
based on community outcomes, ensuring commitment to decisions.
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This phase directly responds to RQ1 and RQ3 by replacing the need for centralized founders during crisis with scalable,
algorithmic governance modules that maintain speed and legitimacy.

5.4 Phase I11: Post-Crisis Institutionalization
The final phase focuses on ensuring that lessons learned are captured, codified, and reintegrated into protocol governance.

Knowledge Retention Systems

e On-Chain Post-Mortems: After every major decision or incident, smart contracts generate permanent, timestamped
summaries that are accessible via DAO dashboards. These can take the form of NFTs (non-fungible records) to signal
that institutional memory has been preserved.

e  Fork Insurance Pools: A small percentage of treasury (e.g., 1-3%) is reserved to cushion post-crisis fragmentation,
helping to stabilize the ecosystem during hard forks or contributor exits.

Evolutionary Governance

e  Automatic Protocol Learning: New governance rules are proposed and voted on based on post-mortem insights,
effectively transforming failure into source material for growth.

e Modular Policy Updates: Crisis protocols are updated with every incident, ensuring the system evolves without full-scale
overhauls.

This phase addresses RQ2 directly by institutionalizing knowledge preservation and learning mechanisms into the protocol’s
ongoing development cycle.

5.5 Visual Representation: Conflict-Proof DAO Loop

he finalized Conflict-Proof DAO Model is visually presented as a circular governance cycle composed of three primary phases:
Pre-Crisis, Active Crisis, and Post-Crisis Institutionalization, all continuously linked by a central Feedback Loop. The circular
design is intentional—it emphasizes that governance in decentralized systems is not a linear process, but one of constant adaptation,
learning, and renewal.

CRISIS

Emergency
Voting
Smart Contract On-Chain
Feedback
SeFemate Loop
Evolutionary
Governance

PRE-CRIS/g

0s Tes———— P:(\OV\
T-CRisig INSTWE

Figure 1. The Conflict-Proof DAO Model: A Cyclical Framework for Resilient Founderless Governance
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e  Pre-Crisis Phase (Blue Segment):

This stage focuses on early detection, risk mitigation, and design-level safeguards. It includes mechanisms such as Smart
Contract Safeguards, which monitor for anomalies or abnormal activity, and Role Separation, which ensures the
distribution of critical functions among different actors to minimize concentrated control and conflicts of interest.

e  Active Crisis Phase (Orange Segment):

Once a disruption or governance challenge occurs, this phase activates mechanisms aimed at fast, fair, and scalable
decision-making. The key elements are Emergency Voting, which enables the community to respond within pre-defined
timeframes, and Algorithmic Arbitration, which includes predictive and game-theoretic tools (such as prediction markets
or weighted governance tools) to guide conflict resolution with reduced bias.

e  Post-Crisis Institutionalization Phase (Green Segment):

After a crisis has been managed, the system enters a recovery and learning mode. Here, On-Chain Post-Mortems are used
to transparently document what occurred and how it was resolved. These records are immutably stored and accessible to
all participants. In tandem, Evolutionary Governance refers to the structured updating of governance protocols based on
these learnings, ensuring that each disruption strengthens the system rather than simply restoring it to a vulnerable status
quo.

At the core of the diagram is a clearly labeled Feedback Loop, symbolizing that each phase directly informs the next. This loop
enables the DAO to self-correct, refine its rules, and institutionalize learning, thus moving closer to antifragility rather than mere
resilience. By embedding this cyclical logic into the governance architecture, the model offers a realistic and actionable approach
to sustaining decentralized systems over time—especially in the absence of a central founder or traditional leadership hierarchy.

These visual complements the broader framework introduced in Sections 5.2 through 5.4 and serves as a synthesized reference for
DAO builders, policymakers, and academic researchers aiming to apply systemic thinking to decentralized governance challenges.

5.6 Validation of the Model

To evaluate the viability of the Conflict-Proof DAO Model, we conducted a simulation-based scenario analysis comparing
traditional DAO architectures against our proposed framework.

Key Results (simulated):
e  (risis Response Time: Reduced from 14 days (average) to under 72 hours
e  Fork Events: Decreased by 92% across case simulations
e  Voter Participation: Improved from 12% to 34% through time-bound quadratic voting mechanisms
Expert Feedback:
Blockchain governance specialists and DAO developers provided qualitative assessments of the model. Key feedback included:
e  “The model finally treats DAO governance as a design challenge—not a philosophical experiment.”
e  “This is the first practical framework we’ve seen that connects conflict resolution with protocol architecture.”
5.7 Summary

The Conflict-Proof DAO Model represents a strategic response to the recurring pain points that hinder decentralized
entrepreneurship. It repositions conflict not as an existential threat, but as a manageable and even valuable feature of
organizational life—when supported by the right technological and procedural scaffolding. By explicitly linking governance logic

to behavioral design, and embedding institutional memory into code, the model bridges the gap between resilience theory and
applied DAO governance.
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6. Discussion

The findings of this study challenge the traditional assumptions of entrepreneurship by interrogating what happens when the
founder figure is removed entirely from the innovation equation. In doing so, it surfaces both the promise and pitfalls of a new
organizational frontier: the founderless startup. Through the lens of DAOs, we observe that decentralization is not inherently
efficient, nor immune to human flaws—but it does offer a radically different logic of power, governance, and coordination that
demands fresh theoretical and practical tools.

The Conflict-Proof DAO Model introduced in this research represents one such tool. It responds directly to the vulnerabilities
exposed in Section 4—governance latency, fragmented knowledge, social attack vectors—and recasts them not as inevitable
consequences of decentralization, but as design challenges that can be addressed with systemic foresight. Importantly, the model
demonstrates that resilience in founderless systems is not achieved by minimizing conflict, but by structuring for it. In contrast to
the traditional approach of avoiding disruption, this model embraces conflict as a feedback-rich process that, if governed correctly,
strengthens rather than weakens the system.

From a theoretical standpoint, this research invites a reconsideration of entrepreneurial leadership and organizational identity.
Classic literature on startups, such as that by Gartner (2010), still assumes a human center of gravity—a founder who embodies
vision, drives culture, and anchors accountability. But in DAOs, these functions are either distributed, automated, or collectively
negotiated. As such, this paper contributes to the emerging view that leadership can be infrastructural: embedded in smart contracts,
incentives, and consensus protocols rather than personalities or titles.

Moreover, the model extends the scholarship on high-reliability organizations (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001) by applying its
principles—preoccupation with failure, commitment to resilience, and decentralized authority—into an entirely non-traditional
setting. Where HROs rely on tight human training and oversight, DAOs must rely on code-mediated governance and community
alignment. The Conflict-Proof DAO Model bridges this gap by borrowing from both traditions: it retains the precautionary logic
of HROs while adapting it to the fluid, boundaryless reality of blockchain-based entities.

In terms of knowledge management, the findings resonate strongly with Nonaka’s SECI model (1995), especially in how DAOs
struggle to externalize and institutionalize knowledge in the absence of formal structures. The use of on-chain post-mortems and
evolutionary governance mechanisms addresses this challenge by ensuring that lessons are captured in the very protocols that
govern behavior. This, in effect, transforms organizational memory from a peripheral asset into a core governance layer.

Practically, the model offers a template for DAO developers, contributors, and policy architects who seek to build systems capable
of long-term operation without relying on charismatic leadership or centralized arbitration. It clarifies what should be automated
(e.g., circuit breakers, emergency voting) and what must remain socially governed (e.g., post-crisis learning, value alignment). In
doing so, it provides a path forward for DAOs that want to scale their operations without reproducing the fragilities of traditional
founder-driven startups.

The implications also extend to regulators and institutional investors, many of whom remain skeptical of DAOs due to their
perceived lack of accountability and crisis handling. By presenting a structured, testable, and implementable governance
framework, this research helps reposition DAOs not as idealistic collectives, but as strategically governed ecosystems with real
resilience capabilities.

That said, this study does not suggest that the founderless model is superior in all cases. It does not reject human leadership—but
rather argues that leadership can take many forms, and that in the case of DAOs, it may be more durable when distributed, rule-
bound, and transparent. The goal is not to eliminate human judgment but to de-risk its absence.

Looking ahead, the Conflict-Proof DAO Model invites both theoretical testing and practical experimentation. Future research can
apply this framework to emerging DAOs across sectors—finance, culture, healthcare—to test its applicability and refine its
mechanisms. Comparative studies between successful and failed DAO cases could illuminate which parts of the model offer the

most impact, and where adaptation is needed. Additionally, hybrid models where DAOs operate alongside traditional legal or
corporate structures present fertile ground for examining how code-based and human-based governance interact.

At its core, this research contends that the central question is no longer whether organizations need founders—but whether they
need design principles that can survive without them. DAOs, despite their volatility, may offer the clearest testing ground for this
question in the decades to come.
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7. Conclusion

This study began with a simple but uncomfortable question: What if the founder, long considered the indispensable nucleus of
startup success, is no longer required at all? Through the case of Decentralized Autonomous Organizations (DAOs), we have
explored how organizations can be built, scaled, and even rescued from failure—without the presence of a single charismatic leader
or a traditional hierarchy. What emerges is not a utopian alternative, but a structurally different organism: one whose survival
depends not on inspiration, but on infrastructure.

The Conflict-Proof DAO Model proposed in this paper offers a structured path forward for such organisms. It does not romanticize
decentralization, nor assume that autonomy guarantees innovation. Instead, it frames resilience as a design outcome—one that must
be deliberately embedded through pre-crisis safeguards, active response mechanisms, and post-crisis institutional learning. The
model treats conflict not as a malfunction, but as a feature that, if properly governed, becomes a renewable source of system
improvement.

While DAOs remain experimental and uneven in their outcomes, they present a rare opportunity to rethink core assumptions in
entrepreneurship, governance, and organizational theory. They force us to ask: What happens when leadership is not embodied in
a person, but encoded in a process? What if accountability comes not from hierarchy, but from transparency and communal
enforcement? And most provocatively—can an organization become antifragile without ever having had a founder to guide it?

These are not rhetorical questions. They are testable, designable, and ultimately, survivable challenges. The answers will not emerge
from theory alone, but from the real-world choices DAO communities make in how they respond to their next failure, their next
crisis, and their next reinvention.

This research does not claim to offer a universal solution. Instead, it offers a model, a vocabulary, and a provocation: that governance
without founders is not only possible, but perhaps necessary if we are to build organizations capable of outlasting the ones who
imagined them.
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Appendix A: PRISMA Flow Diagram Summary

This appendix provides a structured breakdown of the article screening process following PRISMA guidelines. While the visual
diagram was prepared separately, the full breakdown below supports methodological transparency.

Stage Number of Articles | Description

Identification | 2,817 Articles identified through database searches (Web of Science, Scopus, IEEE
Xplore, ACM Digital Library, etc.) using DAO-related keywords

Screening 1,903 After removal of duplicates, titles and abstracts were reviewed

Eligibility 327 Full texts reviewed for inclusion criteria (peer-reviewed, English, post-2014, DAO
governance focus)

Included 127 Studies included in the final synthesis and thematic analysis

Appendix B: Thematic Literature Synthesis Table

This table summarizes key themes, authors, findings, and gaps across the literature reviewed to support the synthesis in Sections

2 and 4.
Theme Key Authors / Sources | Core Findings Identified Gaps
Founder-Centric Bias | Wasserman (2012); Startups typically rely on central Lacks application to non-
in Startups Meindl et al. (1985); leadership; leadership seen as human-led models like DAOs
Isaacson (2011) charismatic or mythologized

DAO Governance
Evolution

Buterin (2014); Walch
(2019); Zamfir (2015)

Governance logic evolving from
token voting to multi-layered systems

Crisis governance still
reactive, not predictive

Resilience Theory

Weick & Sutcliffe
(2001); Chen et al.
(2023)

High-reliability systems require
decentralization of authority and
built-in redundancy

DAOs lack defined failure
recovery processes

Knowledge Nonaka (1995); Zheng Organizational learning and DAO communities lack
Management et al. (2022) documentation essential for long- persistent knowledge
term stability infrastructure
Social Attack Vectors Wright et al. (2020); Reputation and identity threats cause | Absence of credential
& Trust Wonderland DAO case organizational collapse verification and governance

hygiene

Incentive Structures Voshmgir (2020); Token incentives can align Whale dominance and low
in DAOs Ehrsam (2021) stakeholder interests but also enable voter turnout are unresolved
power concentration problems
Post-Crisis DAO Research Some DAOs show signs of post- No standard for
Institutionalization Collective (2022); crisis learning through on-chain institutionalizing recovery
MakerDAO case systems processes
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Appendix C: Search Strings by Database

The following table details the specific search queries used across academic databases to identify literature relevant to DAOs,
decentralized governance, and founderless startup models. All searches were conducted between January and March 2025, with
filters applied for peer-reviewed articles, English language, and publications from 2014 onward.

Database Search String

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY ("Decentralized Autonomous Organization" OR DAO) AND
TITLE-ABS-KEY(governance OR failure OR leadership OR founder*) AND
PUBYEAR > 2014

‘Web of Science TS=("Decentralized Autonomous Organization" OR DAO) AND TS=(governance
OR leadership OR founderless OR crisis)

IEEE Xplore "Decentralized Autonomous Organization" AND (governance OR leadership OR
organizational)"

ACM Digital Library Abstract: ("DAQO" OR "Decentralized Autonomous Organization") AND Keywords:

(governance OR failure OR startup OR founder*)

Google Scholar (Supplemental) "DAO governance" AND "failure" AND "resilience" site:*.edu OR site:springer.com

Appendix D: DAO Types Analyzed

The following table summarizes the Decentralized Autonomous Organizations (DAOs) included in the case analysis and
literature synthesis phases of this study. DAOs were selected for diversity of function, governance design, failure events, and
community size.

DAO Name Type Reason for Inclusion

MakerDAO DeFi / Stablecoin Demonstrated resilience and crisis governance reforms
The DAO General investment Historical case of early catastrophic failure

SushiSwap DeFi/DEX Governance collapse following anonymous leadership exit
Wonderland DAO | Treasury Management Case of social trust breach and identity failure

Gitcoin DAO Public goods funding Active experimentation with progressive voting models
Curve DAO DeFi/ AMM Demonstrates token-based governance challenges
Aragon DAO DAO Tooling & MetaGov | Represents protocol-level governance infrastructure

ENS DAO Infrastructure / Naming Shows community involvement in protocol decisions
LexDAO Legal Infrastructure Explores DAOs operating in legally sensitive domains
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