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ABSTRACT

The recent emphasis on raising standards has led to the widespread incorporation of business
management strategies into school management structures. This is a trend which has created a
flush of management courses for teachers at middle and senior management levels. This article
presents a personal and critical response to one such course which was aimed at middle
managers. This article asks whether the implicit values of this course provided professional
development which would enable course members to act as leaders in their fields, or merely
promoted a manipulative style of management. The author then presents an alternative approach
to management training. This proposal is supported by a view that schools are best run by self
critical and reflective leaders rather than technical and manipulative managers, and proposes a

style of in-service education which promotes leadership as opposed to management.
Keywords:
I Introduction

In organizations, middle managers are like bridges. Just as bridges provide passage across
physical obstacles like a body of water, valley, or railway, middle managers connect different
teams across strategic levels of companies. Without the bridge, it would be very difficult to move
efficiently or easily from one place to another. And like bridges, middle managers require care
and improvement to ensure these connections happen effectively. Middle managers need regular
development experiences or "maintenance" to be their best. Your middle managers bridge the
gap between strategy-driven executive leaders on one side and execution-driven frontline leaders
on the other. Failing to invest in and develop the capabilities of your middle managers can be a

risky—and costly—mistake. The term “middle manager” covers the large group of job titles that
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fall between frontline and executive leaders. They manage many different functional groups and
have complex and varied development needs. They also face unique leadership challenges when
transitioning into the role. Many organizations allocate leadership development budgets for
frontline or executive leaders, leaving middle managers to “grow into the role” or figure it out on
their own. But the transition into middle management is no less challenging than the transition
into other levels of management. More than one-third of leaders across levels described their

transition from one leadership level to another as overwhelming or very stressful.

They may be tasked with managing up executives immersed in office politics or mentoring and
coaching staff in addition to executive duties. Coupled with everything else they juggle at home,

this makes for a frenetic environment.

They can no longer be obedient order-takers focused solely on operations. Instead, to translate
ambiguous signals of change into clear roadmaps for their teams, these managers must be nimble
strategists and visionaries. Unsurprisingly, 43% of middle managers across levels report the
highest rates of significant burnout, and 44% list organizational bureaucracy as their top
frustration, reveals SHRM in “Unshackle Middle Managers to Thrive in the Future of Work.”
This highlights the need to redesign the middle management role for purpose and autonomy in
modern work settings. The people leadership of middle managers is indispensable for guiding
teams through seismic shifts, amidst rapidly evolving technology and work patterns. However,
poor organizational design often sets them up for failure. Middle managers can be fully
leveraged and valued by realigning their attention toward maximizing spans of control, building

strategic capabilities, and increasing accountability.
II Why Middle Manager Development Is Important

In our Global Leadership Forecast, only 26% of HR professionals rated their mid-level leader
quality as very good or excellent. It’s no coincidence that only 27% of HR professionals rated
their mid-level program quality as high or very high. This is a costly mistake, considering that
mid-level leaders are both the developers of future talent and future executives in your

organization.
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In a podcast episode, McKinsey highlighted the important role that middle managers play in
attracting, developing, and retaining talent. As we’ve come to understand in 2022, quiet quitting
is the latest signal of low employee engagement and can be the beginning of loss of talent.
Middle managers are vital in communicating the purpose of the company and value of teams,

offering development opportunities, and setting the tone for a respectful culture.

In addition to their responsibilities to cultivate leaders of frontline teams, middle managers also
represent an organization’s bench of future executives. According to DDI's Leadership
Transitions Report, the success rate for executives hired internally is 25% higher than external
hires. Organizations that offer resources for middle manager development build leaders that are
ready to move into executive roles. Plus, this investment gives them the development that they

crave to stay engaged and effective in their current role.

Unlike most frontline leadership, mid-level leadership is multidirectional. Leaders find
themselves stretched in all directions, navigating expectations from across multiple stakeholders
and various teams. They must now deal with practical challenges like decision making or P&L
complexity or personal challenges, like a lack of confidence among a new, more experienced
peer group or managing increased stress. As leaders transition into middle management, there are
four main sources of pressure that they may face. Their ability to navigate these pressures often

determines whether they succeed or fail as they move up the ladder.
IIT Ushering in the “Middle-Level Leader”

The era of the corporate ladder is likely over. Talented and innovative leaders now occupy the
center of the new organizational hierarchy with resources, autonomy, and prominence to amplify
their “horizontal” impact on strategy and execution. In these disruptive times, forward-looking
companies can achieve a sustained competitive edge and improve performance by reorienting
their leadership development and culture around this reality. Here are some tips to help support

this critical group of change agents:
¢ Simplify bureaucracy so middle managers can focus on high-value work.
® Encourage autonomy for imaginative solutions tailored to team needs.

® Promote cross-level collaboration to keep strategy grounded.
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® Invest in capability-building through training in systems thinking, change leadership, etc.
® Spotlight exceptional efforts to spread best practices and attract talent.

The intermediate stage deserves the spotlight. With the right organizational design and support,
middle managers can drive the changes needed to help companies thrive amidst uncertainty.

Their “horizontal” leadership represents an invaluable asset in turbulent times.
1. Leading the Business

Middle managers must translate their company’s strategy into execution. This requires complex
decision making and comes with risk. They must shift from the tactical focus of frontline
leadership to the broader focus of strategic leadership. If they can’t shift their mindset to a long-
term vision, they may revert to frontline behaviors, focusing on operational tasks and

unintentionally neglecting long-term organizational goals.
2. Leading Teams

Middle managers are the ambassadors of organizational culture. And with the shift to remote and
hybrid work, middle managers may be the only faces of company senior leadership that
employees regularly see. In the absence of traditional “brick and mortar” office culture, the
leader is the culture. They may also lead global, diverse teams, requiring more developed
communication and interpersonal skills to convey clear and compelling visions across teams,

provide purpose, and clarify the organization’s strategic priorities.
3. Leading Networks

With a larger network of constituents, skills such as influencing and stakeholder management
become essential. It’s easier to get things done when driving execution at the front line with a
team. But success in the middle requires working across boundaries to influence colleagues they
may not have direct reporting authority over. To make progress, middle managers must navigate
competing priorities, organizational politics, and limited resources across different groups in the
organization. They must make sure that key stakeholders are aligned and involved in executing

the strategy.
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4. Leading Self

Leaders are more visible now, and such change comes with the role. As a mid-level leader, you
are managing larger, more strategic initiatives, making decisions with larger consequences, and
influencing across your network and organization. As a result, success and failure is more visible
to your teams, peers, and senior leadership. This means that their leadership style, tendencies,
and behaviors are also more visible. Greater risk, greater consequences of failure, and greater
uncertainty require middle managers to gain self-awareness of personality traits that could derail
success or erode trust and learn how to effectively manage them. Interpersonal skills also

become critical as middle managers rely on other teams and leaders to achieve goals.

IV strategies to Engage Middle Managers

To engage your middle managers, you must first recognize that they have unique learning needs.
1. Deeper business and leadership development experience

Middle managers want to dive into business strategy, not just theory. And they seek guidance

from experienced senior leaders.
2. Greater psychological safety

While psychological safety is important at every level, as leaders get higher in the organization,
self-disclosure becomes riskier. They may be reluctant to admit that they’re struggling, fearing
that they will look weak or unfit for their role. At this level, it is more critical than ever that they

feel psychologically safe and have protected learning environments.
3. Focus on self-awareness and mindset

At this level, a leader’s personal impact cascades across many people, and new mid-level leaders
may not realize how their habits and tendencies begin to deeply affect others and their ability to
engage others. Self-awareness is crucial. Self-insight tools and personal reflection are key to

development at this level.
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4. More complexity

Middle managers benefit from challenging learning experiences, including complex experiential

exercises. Simple models must be adapted to reflect the complexity of the role.
5. Facilitator credibility in judgment

As leaders move into higher-level roles, they need higher-level facilitators with greater business
experience to increase relevancy and advance conversation. Instead of one-way communication
where knowledge is transferred, facilitators must engage leaders by leading discussion, seeking

examples, and offering analogies.
6. Expect to network and learn with peers

Mid-level leaders are increasingly busy and geographically dispersed, making it difficult to
connect with peers. But as they play a broader role in working across silos to get things done,
networking with their peers should be a critical part of their development experience. Learning
experiences must promote opportunities to learn from one another. Sometimes a leader just needs

to hear that they aren’t alone and that others have the same challenges.
V Middle Management Training Programs

Fortunately, there are middle manager development programs that address the challenges unique
to this role. The most effective programs address the skills that middle managers struggle with

most and are informed by data from assessments and coaching engagements at this level.

As a signature feature of these programs, leaders can simultaneously learn and strengthen their
professional networks. This cohort-based development model enhances outcomes and offers a
more scalable approach than one-on-one coaching to develop middle managers with varying
levels of experience. As leaders learn from each other through practice and feedback, cohort-
based sessions are highly focused on key leadership skills and leaders cultivate new strategies

and tools they can apply immediately.
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Conclusion

It’s clear to see that middle management training has important value as a critical part of your
company’s leadership development program. Success at the top of the org chart comes from
appropriate development at all levels below. Many organizations are doing little to prepare
middle managers for success, but you can help your company get ahead by providing impactful
training to help them thrive. Developing your middle managers will drive business execution,

increase retention and engagement, and build your bench of future executives.

Stop taking middle managers for granted before it’s too late and invest in their development.
Remember, they are the bridge between where your organization is today and where it has the

potential to be tomorrow.
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